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INTRODUCTION 
 
In Orgies of Feeling: Melodrama and the Politics of Freedom, Elizabeth Anker 
argues that melodrama is more than just a literary or filmic genre: it is also a powerful 
political discourse that validates and empowers (violent) state actions. Melodrama is 
an extremely persuasive narrative technique that has been increasingly used in United 
States politics and by governments since the Second World War. Its usage reached 
new heights in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001. Drawing 
from classic and popular melodramatic Hollywood cinema – which in turn derives 
from (French) theatre – melodramatic political discourse deploys conventions that are 
iconic for classic Hollywood film spectacles, and builds on concepts of 
exceptionalism and liberalism embedded deeply in American culture. Melodramatic 
political discourse is thus a product of this American cultural mode, which, in turn, is 
predominantly melodramatic itself (Orgies 2-3).   
Melodramatic political discourse is highly narrativised and sentimental. 
Through the use of heightened emotional language, it aims to unite the nation by 
dramatising and personalising large-scale (violent) actions, and decontextualising and 
simplifying complex events. Melodramatic political discourse (re)shapes and frames 
the narrative, and (re)casts the (roles of) characters within that narrative. It both 
creates categories of and reinforces categorisation in (simplified) concepts of good 
and evil, and stereotypes persons or bodies involved. Although melodramatic politics 
presents itself as, and seems to be, inclusive, non-racist and non-sexist, minorities and 
women are only acknowledged under certain circumstances. From the start, 9/11 
political discourse focused on violent retaliation and propagated explicit military and 
political actions. According to Anker, melodrama helped communicate and encourage 
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that these actions were right and necessary to achieve what it claimed as the United 
States’ mission and goal (Orgies 4-6). Additionally, Anker argues that the 
melodramatic political discourse in the aftermath of 9/11 was reinforced by 
unprecedented media coverage of the events. Being melodramatic in itself, 
mainstream news reporting during and in the wake of 9/11 both conveyed and 
intensified this melodramatic political discourse (38).  
While Anker focuses on melodramatic politics and media, melodrama is also 
incorporated by literature. Focusing on Don DeLillo’s Falling Man (2007) and Amy 
Waldman’s The Submission (2011), I want determine to what extent and to what 
effect melodrama appears in these post-9/11 works. I will discuss how the authors 
incorporate melodrama in form and structure, how they position actual 9/11 
melodramatic media reporting and melodramatic political discourse in their works, 
and to what extent they critique what Anker describes as the melodramatic political 
position and agenda of mainstream media and politics. Though I rely largely on 
Anker’s analysis for my theoretical frame, I also incorporate the work of Susan Faludi 
and Judith Butler when it comes to more specific effects of both 9/11 melodrama and 
the prevailing melodramatic cultural mode. For each novel I will discuss the 
melodramatic themes that apply to it, varying from racial inclusivity and exclusivity 
to gender roles, politics, and media. I will argue that DeLillo and Waldman are each 
in their own way extremely critical of (the effect of) melodrama in politics and media. 
In Falling Man, DeLillo shows both melodrama’s far reach and failure as he describes 
the effect of both melodramatic politics and media on his protagonists. With The 
Submission, Waldman parodies the power of melodramatic mainstream media and 
politics. Finally, I will argue that both works contribute to the construction of a 
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counter-narrative to melodramatic politics and media – even though they make use of 
melodrama themselves, or, rather, precisely by doing so. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Melodrama: Genre, Language, Mode 
 
Melodrama: A Definition 
Melodrama is a term associated with exaggeration, theatricality, heightened sentiment 
and emotion, (classic) Hollywood pictures, weeping women, heroic men, vulnerable 
victims, vicious villains, dramatic plots and climactic rescue scenes accompanied by 
musical spectacle. Melodrama is often regarded pejoratively, and although this is 
justifiable, there is more to melodrama than just easy sentimentalism. An adequate 
and comprehensive definition of melodrama is needed to do justice to its complex 
meaning. For that, I turn to Peter Brooks, who defines melodrama as 
an intense emotional and ethical drama based on the manichaeistic struggle of 
good and evil. […] The conflict [between good and evil] suggests the need to 
recognize and confront evil, to combat and expel it […]. Man is seen to be, 
and must recognize himself to be, playing on a theatre that is the point of 
juncture, and of clash […]. The spectacular enactments of melodrama seek 
constantly to express these forces and imperatives, to bring them to striking 
revelation, to impose their evidence. (12-13) 
While conventional definitions describe melodrama as merely an artistic genre, over 
the last century melodrama has grown into a strong and pervasive mode of 
communication that reaches far beyond theatre, film and literature. As politics and 
media alike have increasingly adopted melodrama as a method, critics have similarly 
come to recognise and value “its psychological function[s]” and effects. Among a 
growing number of critics, Brooks argues that the highly influential qualities and far-
reaching psychological workings of melodrama deserve “serious attention” (12). 
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Where Brooks calls for serious attention to melodrama in art, Linda Williams 
contends that melodrama has developed into a cultural mode – one that is dominant in 
the United States today. In the light of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, 
Elizabeth Anker argues that melodrama has become a powerful political discourse 
that uses melodramatic language and genre conventions to “shape the legitimation 
strategies of national politics and … state power” (2).  
In this chapter I will first describe the rise and features of melodrama in France 
and the transformation it underwent as it reached American shores. From French 
melodrama I will turn to melodrama in contemporary America, or melodrama as a 
cultural mode, before finally addressing the melodramatic politics and media of 9/11 
in particular.  
 
The Rise of Melodrama in France 
Melodrama arose as a theatre genre “in and through the dramatic politics of the 
Revolution” in France at the end of the eighteenth century (Buckley 6). Melodrama, 
then, is historically intertwined with politics. Accordingly, Matthew Buckley writes: 
“during the decade of the Revolution these two realms of activity [drama and politics] 
could not be disentangled” (6). Melodrama propagated two ideas that were in 
complete alignment with the revolution: the notion that ordinary people were the 
foundation of society, and that their suffering was the result of “unjust social 
institutions and structural forces” and not, as the Church and monarchy had led them 
to believe, caused by “nature or divine will” (Orgies 69). In a “creative effort to 
reimagine [a] political world … unhinged from patriarchal authority,” melodramatic 
theatre lucidly “illustrat[ed] how class inequities produce suffering,” “helped 
articulate class inequity in the popular consciousness,” and determined the “inevitable 
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downfall of aristocratic injustice” (Hunt, qtd. in Anker, Orgies 69-70). In other words, 
melodrama relayed the political unrest and translated the struggle with social and 
political injustice onto the stage. Melodrama deployed a vocabulary full of “high 
emotionalism” and “moral clarity,” accompanied by exaggerated gestures and music 
to “clarify the complexities of the revolution … and the redistributions of political, 
economic, and social power” (Orgies 69-70). These qualities, along with the 
simplified moral concepts that it adopted from political performances, made 
melodrama highly accessible to the audience. Where the Revolution provided 
melodrama with a raison d’être, melodrama offered the political leaders of the 
revolution a new (body) language: the “dramatic narratives offered … a lingua franca 
… in which the complexities of political idea and intent could be captured in a single 
gesture, an inflection, a word” (Buckley 4). From the outset, then, melodrama 
functioned as a “mode of political expression” as well as a theatre genre, because it 
created the ability to re-enact the conventions of the new “institutional liberalism” that 
the French Revolution had produced (Orgies 68).  
 
Melodrama as a Genre: America  
When melodrama reached the United States, its immediate success was ensured by 
the fact that in the French melodramatic plays “American audiences … found 
parallels in their own national narratives of independence” (Orgies 78). As David 
Grimsted explains, “the melodramatic form … embodied much of … [the American] 
attitude toward morality and nature, its enthusiasm for democracy and domesticity, its 
tacit separation of the world into spheres of the practical and the transcendent, … 
[and] its desire to see ordinary lives taken seriously and yet be charged with 
excitement” (xvii). As in France, the development of melodrama in the United States 
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cannot be seen separated from politics. Melodrama’s pursuit of democratic virtue 
coincided and amalgamated with the development of American individualism, which 
in turn was a result of “the institutionalization of liberalism” and rise of democratic 
power (Orgies 75). Melodrama thus assimilated and promoted liberalist and 
exceptionalist notions of freedom (from injustice) as a birthright and final destination. 
Freedom, on both individual and national level, became the ultimate virtuous goal in 
American melodrama. Promoting a shift from absolute to democratic power, “both 
melodrama and liberalism [furthermore] insisted that [Americans] stand above and 
against overweening political power” in the quest for freedom (78). As contemporary 
politics and culture transformed melodrama, American melodrama came to differ 
from its French counterpart on a number of levels. America individualised 
melodrama, and in this process intensified and masculinised heroism. Additionally, 
this process of individualisation resulted in the further simplification of melodrama’s 
parts, plot and context. Compared with French melodrama, American melodrama, 
therefore, shows greater polarisation of good and bad, and a clearer demarcation of 
narrative boundaries. Individualisation and simplification furthermore resulted in the 
emergence of the victim-hero as one and the same character (77-83).  
As American melodrama matured within a development of individualisation, it 
completely individualised, and in doing so, further simplified its constituents. 
Individual problems replaced community problems, just as “the rectification of 
[individual] grievances [became] substitute[s] for solving larger injustices” (77). As a 
result, in American melodrama, characters representing members of society 
commonly do not work together or enter into debate to solve (political) problems. 
Rather, “the individual alone is … responsible for fighting injustice” (77). In contrast 
to French melodrama, where the victims rely on aid from the community, public 
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welfare, and the authorities, American melodrama, inspired by the liberal 
individualism of the time, depends solely on the can-do spirit of the victims. Anker 
argues that “individualism … harboured a gut-level trust of self that eschewed 
interdependence in favor of a self-reliant subject.” Therefore, in American 
melodrama, “virtue is not found in dependence on others” (80).  
In the process of individualisation, American melodrama both emphasised and 
masculinised heroism, or, in the words of Anker: “[melodrama] allied with American 
versions of a masculinized, liberal individualism to reformulate the melodramatic 
hero as a virtuous and self-reliant character free from complicity in the evil he fights 
against” (68). Virtuous action had, of course, been vital in French melodrama, but the 
connection with (individual) heroism was less pronounced. American melodrama 
drew a link between action and heroism in which heroism is the direct result of 
individual endeavour. By taking matters into their own hands, American 
melodramatic protagonists become heroes – a principle that already circulated in 
American liberalism, which “reward[ed] the individual who fought hard for virtue” 
(80). Where French melodrama already featured stereotypical villains and heroes, 
American melodrama completely emptied the hero of three-dimensionality and 
reduced him to consist of “no specific qualities other than his ordinariness and 
superlative value, so that any spectator [could] identify with his deeds … and quest 
for emancipation” (81). Thus melodrama fed the individualist and exceptionalist 
belief that everyone had “the capacity to determine their own form of existence” (80). 
Connecting to American individualism and Transcendentalism, which both underline 
self-reliance, melodrama established the idea that the hero is intrinsically good due to 
his ability to call upon the virtue that resides naturally within him. Melodrama 
“insisted on the certitude of basic ethical truths,” and positioned these “in the interior 
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wisdom of the individual” (81). The heroes in American melodrama thus drew from 
their “interior wisdom,” “self-determination and inner goodness,”  “forge[d] [their] … 
own identity,” and were capable of “overcoming social evil” in their “fight for 
freedom as an individual burden” (80-81).  
The fusion of victim and hero in American melodrama connects to this can-do 
spirit and the self-made quality of the protagonist. The goodness of the hero is 
underlined by the intrinsic innocence of his alter ego: the victim. As Williams argues, 
in American melodrama, “to suffer innocently, to be the victim of abusive power, is to 
gain moral authority, to become a kind of hero” (83). The innocent suffering of the 
victim relieves him of any responsibility for that suffering, and ensures that whatever 
actions he undertakes as a hero are virtuous and noble, giving him what Williams 
calls “the paradoxical power of the victim” (83). Consequently, virtue, victim and 
hero are intertwined in melodrama, and become synonymous with each other. The 
hero is good and virtuous because he is the victim, and, in turn, whatever the victim-
hero undertakes to achieve his goal is virtuous and good. The hero, then, is never part 
of the problem, only part of the solution. Problems in society are caused and 
personified by external “villainous forces that try to shackle the protagonist” (Orgies 
83). Thus in the same way that virtue, innocence, and victim-hero intertwine, 
problems in a melodramatic narrative are tantamount to villainy caused by an Evil 
Other. The solution to the problem presents itself almost naturally: “Once the villain 
is removed, society can go back to its smooth functioning” (83). Anker summarises 
the simplification of antagonists, narrative and context in American melodrama as 
“the twofold shift of responsibility,” where “the source of injustice moves from social 
conditions to villains with bad morals, and the responsibility for eradicating injustice 
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moves from … collective efforts towards social transformation to the individual hero” 
(83). 
 
Melodrama: A Cultural Mode 
According to Grimsted, since its arrival in America, melodrama has functioned as “an 
unusually sensitive barometer of the … age’s attitudes [towards] and concerns” with 
politics and society, mainly because melodrama “was the major art form of public 
entertainment available to all classes and the art form most wholly and immediately 
dependent on popular appeal”. Where America’s “attitudes and concerns” have 
provided the subject matter for melodrama, melodrama in return has shaped 
America’s “attitude and concerns”, up to a point where the two are now inseparably 
conjugated (Grimsted xv-xvi). In the words of Anker, melodrama provides “the 
structuring framework for a specific contemporary American national identity that 
establishes its own moral virtue through victimization and heroic restitution” 
(“Villains, Victims and Heroes” 25).  
Melodrama was political and democratic in origin, but turned one-sided and 
uniform as it was simplified, first in theatre, and then in film. Anker argues that with 
the simplification of melodrama, attention for the more substantial matters of politics 
decreased, and the importance of spectacle and show grew (Orgies 78). Bruce 
McConahie observes that in melodramatic theatre, “Americans worked through their 
political anxieties by not by listening to … political philosophy, but by applauding 
heroes, scapegoating villains, and weeping for victims” (qtd. in Anker, Orgies 78). 
Ironically, the more melodramatic conventions settled as part of American culture, the 
more the genre was pejoratively regarded as “mass … entertainment” and “the 
opposite of ‘high’ cultural value” (Williams 43). This had to do with the fact that 
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Hollywood film domesticised and feminised the genre as it came to portray “the 
realities of life in bourgeois democracy – the material parameters of lived experience 
… [and] the fundamental psychic relations of family life.” With the sentimental 
culmination of melodrama in the “woman’s weepy” it is no surprise that melodrama 
was associated with “a mass, and above all, female audience” (Williams 43).  
Though melodrama incorporated this “female” sentimentality and romance to 
some extent, its general association with femininity began to change during and after 
the Second World War. The war had turned the United States into a global 
superpower with dramatically rising “political, economical and military strength,” 
which brought about the desire to “depict [the popular national self-understanding of] 
the United States as the hero who saved the world from domination” (Orgies 89). 
Melodrama was the convenient narrative form for this mode of “patriotic narcissism” 
(Johnston, qtd. in Anker, Orgies 195), because of melodrama’s ability to present ideas 
and thought as truths – or, in the words of Grimsted, because melodrama was the 
“vehicle of ideas so translucent that there seemed no ideas at all,” causing “even … 
those who were most … disgusted by the dramatic form” to accept the notions it 
presented (xv). Consequently, during and after the Second World War politics 
increasingly “[drew] on melodramatic visual spectacle” to “reshape national political 
discourse about American identity and its place in the world” (Orgies 88). This was 
achieved by means of war propaganda and popular film, but also, and more generally, 
through a heightened melodramatic political language. Anker furthermore ties the 
growth of melodramatic political discourse to the rise of television as a mass medium. 
“By the end of the 1950s,” she writes, “90 percent of Americans had televisions,” 
which enabled politics to penetrate American homes directly by way of news 
broadcasting. Anker argues that this had a twofold consequence: not only were 
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politics domesticised and the connection between politics and “domestic life” 
strengthened, domestic life and politics also became spectacular, as it is “part of 
melodrama’s ability to make ordinary life so extraordinary” (Orgies 81). Therefore, as 
a “visual tableaux [that] brought the spectacles and events of public life into the daily 
lives and private spaces of Americans,” the daily news became “a way to 
conceptualize political events through a gestural and visual language that could unify 
the nation” (88-89).  
Because the melodramatic presentation of facts became a daily routine, 
Williams and Anker argue convincingly that “melodrama should not be viewed as an 
excess … but in many ways as the typical form of American popular narrative” 
(Williams 51). Williams contends that contemporary melodrama “functions as a basic 
mode of storytelling” for everyday life, as a representation of reality (51). Because 
melodrama is the dominant cultural mode, it is intertwined with and inseparable from 
everyday existence: Americans, she argues, read and experience life 
melodramatically. If this is the case, it may not go too far to argue that in American 
(popular) culture, melodrama is the equivalent of reality, which corresponds with 
Williams’ contention that melodrama is “grounded in the conflicts and troubles of 
everyday, contemporary reality [and] seizes upon the social problems of this reality[:] 
… slavery, racism, labor struggles, class division, disease, nuclear annihilation, even 
the Holocaust” (53). In the words of Anker: “Melodramatic depictions offer a social 
reality … [and] help to stage the post-9/11 political landscape” (Orgies 64, my 
emphasis).  
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9/11 Melodrama 
Elisabeth Anker uses melodrama and its properties to define American politics and 
state power in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001. Politics and 
media, she argues, used melodramatic genre conventions and language to shape “the 
presentation of political discourse” around 9/11 and “situated the United States as a 
morally powerful victim in a position that required it to transform victimization into 
heroic retributive action for crisis resolution” (“Villains, Victims and Heroes” 22-23). 
Melodrama determined the narrative, the language, and popular attitude of the 9/11 
attacks, because it effortlessly connected to and arose from the existing cultural mode. 
In this section I summarise Anker’s definition of 9/11 melodrama and take a closer 
look at how other critics’ observations about the aftermath of 9/11 relate to Anker’s 
9/11 melodrama, paying particular attention to anti-intellectualism and 
masculinisation.  
From the very first coverage of the events, media and politics were 
melodramatic in their communication and orientation. Because mainstream news 
channels were the media “the largest number of Americans turned to” (Eisman 56) 
and “compulsively followed … for days on end,” the melodramatic narrative reached 
far and wide (Orgies 38). In fact, for most Americans, “the media coverage of 9/11 
was the primary experience of the terrorist attacks” (38, my emphasis). The media, 
therefore, played a critical, if not determining role in the establishment of a 
melodramatic 9/11 narrative in which “a global war [against terrorism]” and 
“America’s victory in [it were] assured from the outset” (2). In the description of a 
FOX News broadcast from 11 September 2001, Anker provides an account of how 
melodrama was established in the news coverage: the choice of images, words and 
interviewees, the timing of the combination of the (moving) images, speech and 
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music, the repetition of images, and the use of graphic design – and the effect of all 
these practices on the message of the newscast, and thus, on the spectator. She 
concludes that through the fusion of melodramatic conventions, the entire broadcast 
“cements the events within a narrative, a truth, and a moral polarity that round out the 
dramatic construction of the national victim-hero” (63). Anker is not the only one to 
notice melodramatic communication in the media – critics like Kristiaan Verlsuys, 
Judith Butler, Susan Faludi, and Lucy Bond all comment on the highly sensationalist 
way of reporting. In her discussion of 9/11 media coverage, April Eisman notes the 
use of patriotic “‘Attack on America’ logo[s]” and news anchors’ immediate turn to 
“loaded language.” She recognises a “sensationalism” in news coverage that had 
previously been limited to “infotainment stories” (57). In this way, the media helped 
develop a standardised melodramatic presentation and understanding of the events, 
that was able to “reinforc[e] the discourses of the … political realm” and create a 
“void unable to produce a much-needed counternarrative” (Bond 733). Whilst Don 
DeLillo argues that the “event dominated the news” (“In Ruins of the Future”), Anker 
contests that exactly the opposite happened; rather, the news dominated and shaped 
the events – or at least tried to. Correspondingly, Susan Faludi argues that “the media 
attempted to position [the attacks] as a … new ‘day of infamy’ that would 
reinvigorate [the] … ethic of national unity and sacrifice” (4, my emphasis). Anker 
writes that directing the news using melodramatic conventions was an attempt to 
manage the events, but also to feign a sense of power and control, despite there being 
none. For the spectator this meant that “watching the news coverage of 9/11 seem[ed] 
to counteract the felt disorientations and catastrophe of 9/11” (Orgies 50). Though the 
events were unprecedented in most ways, “the story line [was] all too familiar” (2). 
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So what exactly did the 9/11 melodramatic narrative entail? Melodrama’s 
traditional roles of victim, hero and villain, its manipulation of sentiment and 
emotion, and its tendency to simplify and demarcate context, actions and the 
narrative, are all utilised in 9/11 melodrama. In fact, one need only fill in the specific 
details of the events into this melodramatic “mould” to come to an understanding of 
9/11 melodrama. In 9/11 melodrama, terrorism is the villainous force behind unjust 
suffering. America is the victim. Because of the mentioned melodramatic “link 
between virtue and injury,” the “American victim-hero” emerges from his injuries. 
The injury or suffering is then projected onto the entire nation, for “state action 
requires national suffering” (Orgies 52, my emphasis). Action becomes equal to 
heroism. Heroism is then linked to both the state and its individual leaders, because of 
their “action-filled response to America’s victimization” (63). True to melodrama’s 
conventions, heroism is thus generalised, but at the same time individualised through 
masculine stereotypes. Faludi underlines this emphasis on masculine heroism in the 
9/11 narrative: “The nation’s men, from the inhabitants of the White House on down, 
were reportedly assuming a hard-boiled comportment last seen in post-World War II 
cinema” (5). Or, as Peggy Noonan puts it, “from the ashes of September 11, arise the 
manly virtues” (qtd. in Faludi 5).  
Since, in melodrama, the victim-hero “is morally mandated by the need to 
protect virtue” and “responsible only for eradicating evil, not for causing it,” “the 
violence [America] inflicts on others is part of heroism” (Orgies 61). The American 
nation, as victim-hero, becomes unrelated to any possible motive for the attacks and 
“unaccountable” for response actions. This justification allows for the vengeful 
retaliations that 9/11 melodrama instantly turned to and furthermore connects to 
melodrama’s convention that “virtuous Americans (and the state) [should] master 
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their own fate” (37). Accordingly, Faludi writes: “[the nation’s men] were prepared to 
mete out ‘torture’ and ‘focused brutality’, take ‘nasty and brutish means’, and chuck 
the ‘niceties’ of avoiding civilian casualties, as muscle-flexing columnists [in 
different publications] intoned” (5). The violent response was furthermore legitimised 
by the claim that, with the attack on America, freedom itself was attacked. “America 
was targeted for attack because we're the brightest beacon for freedom and 
opportunity in the world,” relayed President Bush in one of his national addresses 
(qtd. in Anker, Orgies 66). Freedom must be protected and regained for the sake of 
the virtue and righteousness – not just for America, but for the world. As 9/11 
melodrama “promise[s] that … freedom will be achieved for the virtuous,” it yokes 
together victim, hero, freedom and virtue into one all-powerful synonym that became 
the incentive for hard action (Orgies 36-37). In the same go, it defines evil and 
completely opposes the virtuous victim-hero America to its villainous attacker, 
creating thoroughly adverse and individuated (id)entities. Anker explains that in 9/11 
melodrama, political individuation, or what she calls “demonization,” became 
extremely rigid (Orgies 37): it “named the moral superiority in the nation” and placed 
“political foes [who] are not just monstrous but evil … outside of what is properly 
inside ‘America’” (99). This exclusivism is found, for example, in President Bush’s 
“Address to Congress” of 20 September 2001, in which he declared: “Either you are 
with us, or you are with the terrorists”. In another speech he literally labels the 
binarism: “There is a great divide in our time … between civilization and barbarism” 
(Bush, 7/12/01; qtd. in Bhatia 512).  
In its individuation and demonisation, 9/11 melodrama furthermore simplified 
and decontextualised the events. According to Butler, “isolating the individuals 
involved” does not only provide “tangible” subjects that give us something to 
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understand, but “absolves us of the necessity of coming up with a broader explanation 
for events” (5). Though she does not use the term melodrama, Butler also describes a 
narrative framework in which the “violence we suffered … sustain[ed] the affective 
structure in which we are, on the one hand, victimized and, on the other, engaged in a 
righteous cause of rooting out terror” (5-6). In America, she argues, the narrative is a 
“first-person … point of view,” which centres the U.S. as the protagonist or “narrative 
‘I’” (6). The story starts with the planes crashing into the Twin Towers on 11 
September, 2001, and ends with President Bush’s ‘mission accomplished’ speech on 1 
May, 2003 (6). Like Butler, Anker argues that “starting the narrative with the plane 
flying into the tower means that everything that comes beforehand is not part of the 
story. … The narrative thus … circumscribes broader accountability for the actions” 
(Orgies 51). Consequently, the melodramatic narrative of 9/11 did not deal with 
American responsibilities in a larger global setting, did not question its actions and 
consequences or reflect on its position – instead it “dreamed [up] a penny-dreadful 
plot that had little to do with the actual world in which [Americans] must live” (Faludi 
18).  
The decontextualisation and simplification of the 9/11 narrative are 
developments also noted by Butler and Faludi. Where Anker ascribes this 
development to the conventions of melodrama, Butler and Faludi both observe a 
growing anti-intellectualism in the aftermath of 9/11. Both also note a deeply 
embedded national identity that produces this anti-intellectualism – where what Faludi 
refers to as a “national myth” shows much resemblance to Anker’s melodrama (Faludi 
18). While Butler focuses mainly on depoliticisation and self-censorship within the 
9/11 narrative, Faludi considers these topics in the light of masculinisation and anti-
feminism.  
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Butler argues that in the national response to 9/11, “we have seen … a rise of 
anti-intellectualism” (4). Contributing to this development was a determined 
depoliticisation and sentimentalisation of the event. The terror and grief experienced 
became the reason to avoid critical debate: within the melodramatic narrative, the 
phrase “there is no excuse for September 11” became something of a creed – one that 
tolerated no question or contradiction (Butler 3). According to Butler, it became “a 
means by which to stifle any serious public discussion of how US foreign policy [had] 
helped to create a world in which such acts of terror are possible” (2-3). As she points 
out, instead of critical public debate and “balanced reporting,” “raw public mockery 
of the peace movement” followed the attacks, as well as discrimination of groups and 
individuals that provided a counter narrative and opposed the “just war” (3-9). This is 
in complete accordance with melodrama’s reliance on selective inclusivism, a 
dynamic Anker explains as the “civic nationalism that binds Americans to the nation 
at a rhetorical level through shared attachments to general values and the shared 
experience … to those who hold these values” (Orgies 58). In other words, though 
melodrama professes to be inclusive, it actually excludes every opinion, angle or 
person that does not align with nationalist “woundedness” (58). Melodrama thus left 
no room for a situation in which “a full measure of grief for [the] losses” could exist 
alongside of “critical discourse and public debate on the [reasons and] meaning of 
[the] events” (Butler xiii-xiv). This resulted in “a growing acceptance of censorship 
within the media” in the response to 9/11 (Butler 4). Faludi also underlines self-
censorship in the 9/11 narrative, emphasising within this development the elimination 
of women from public debate, television and written media. She describes how 
independent women were gradually eliminated from mainstream news broadcasts, 
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talk shows, panel discussions, and written media; their voices were cut off, their 
opinions mocked.  
Faludi describes the development of anti-intellectualism and the de-
politicisation in the aftermath of 9/11 as an almost comic retreat to fantasy and myth. 
She argues that “adolescent fictions about ‘homeland protection’ substituted … 
actions that would have enhanced our security … [and] cartoon declarations about 
‘evildoers’ [were] masqueraded as foreign policy” (18). Faludi traces anti-
intellectualism in the media and politics’ collective retreat to familiar and traditional 
narratives: superhero comics, the “Western,” and “neo-fifties … post-World War II 
cinema” (4-6). She argues that the resort to familiar stories as a way of interpreting 
9/11 and the response to the events relieved politics of any real or serious 
responsibility or rational and strategic action. She writes: The “impropable … politics 
[of 9/11] predicated as much on the desire to reinstate a social fiction as on the need 
to respond to actual threats,” adding, further on, that “[the] … response seemed to 
have little bearing on the actual circumstances we faced” (16-17).  
Within this development of anti-intellecualism, Faludi concentrates on post-
9/11 masculinisation, or, in her own words, the “post-9/11 age [as] an era of neofifties 
… redomesticated femininity and … warrior manhood” (4). “Women were going to 
regret their ‘independence’ … and devote themselves to ‘baking cookies’ and finding 
husbands ‘to take care of them’” (24). In the 9/11 narrative, Faludi thus recognises a 
return to traditional gender roles that aligns with melodrama’s masculinisation of the 
hero and feminisation of the victim that is combined in the figure of victim-hero. 9/11 
melodrama “depicts the United States as both the feminized, virginal victim and the 
aggressive, masculinized hero in the story of freedom,” writes Anker (Orgies 3). 
Melodrama’s “deeply gendered” qualities are in turn derived from liberal 
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individualism, in which heroism is “often understood to be a capacity generally 
available only to men” because “women are deemed less able to achieve the promise 
of self-determination” (82). Correspondingly, Faludi argues that in this melodramatic 
“post-9/11 reenactment of the fifties Western, women figured largely as vulnerable 
maidens.” Even though thirty per cent of the victims were women, and “most of the 
female office workers … rescued themselves by walking down the stairs,” the victims 
the media chose to depict, according to Faludi, were mostly women (6). Faludi’s 
description of traditional gender roles in national myth corresponds with what Anker 
refers to as “the archetypal scene of melodrama”: “the female victim waiting 
helplessly for the male hero to rescue her” (Orgies 82). In 9/11 melodrama, then, 
“men are self-made upon women’s suffering” (82). Faludi furthermore emphasises the 
melodramatic link between action and heroism in her observation of shallow 
idolisation of the “hero” and his doings, thus connecting masculinisation to 
depoliticisation and anti-intellectualism (4-9).   
Anti-intellectualism, and de-politicisation and self-censorship as results of 
anti-intellectualism, I argue, can all be interconnected through melodrama. 
Melodrama, as a cultural mode and genre, provides the language and conventions for 
anti-intellectualism, de-politicisation and (self-)censorship. Melodrama is inherently 
anti-intellectualist because of its simplifying, stereotyping and abstracting features. It 
de-politicises because, in the process of anti-intellectualisation, melodrama substitutes 
familiar legends, or what Faludi calls “myth” for reality (18). It uses the familiar 
structures and dynamics of that myth to make sense of events and solve problems. 
Finally, melodrama encourages self-censorship because it seems to provide all the 
answers to solving crises and justifies (mis)use of power through the deep-seated 
conventions it employs. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Failing Man: Don DeLillo’s Falling Man and the Failure of Melodrama  
 
In “Open Doors, Closed Minds: American Prose Writing at a Time of Crisis,” Richard 
Gray argues that 9/11 fiction is too narrow, internalised, and domesticised to be able 
to contribute to a broader and sophisticated understanding of 9/11. Gray calls for a 
global, inclusive, multicultural and multi-perspectival fiction to convey “the new 
world view,” based on the assumption that the world changed socio-economically, 
politically, emotionally as a result of 9/11 (132). However, in his conviction that the 
attacks caused a schism between the pre- and post-9/11 U.S. and world, or, in his own 
words, present “a turning point in national and international history,” Gray disregards 
the melodramatic cultural mode that prevailed in America, both before and in the 
aftermath of 9/11 (134). It is precisely this melodramatic mode, with its powerful 
influence on the perception of “all the afflictions and injustices of the modern … 
world,” that is turned inwards, that is individualistic and domestic (William 53). Of 
Don DeLillo’s Falling Man (2007) Gray argues that by “retreat[ing] into domestic 
detail” and “acknowledging trauma,” the novel amounts to little more than 
“sentimental education.” He writes: “all life [in Falling Man] is personal”; “the crisis 
is, in every sense of the word, domesticated” (134). However, I argue that through 
internalisation and domestication, Falling Man, instead of narrowing the 
understanding of 9/11, contributes to a contextual counter-narrative and partakes in 
the critical debate by showing that the predominant melodramatic representation and 
treatment of 9/11 is inherently conservative. With Falling Man, DeLillo holds a 
mirror up to melodramatic conventions and gives a realistic (as opposed to 
melodramatic) representation of the melancholy void and the confused state of the 
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post-9/11 world – a representation far more realistic than the theatrical optimism of 
9/11 melodrama.  
Though Falling Man deals with melodrama, I argue, furthermore, that the 
novel is decidedly anti-melodramatic. None of the characters show successful 
execution of melodramatic American values, the plot does not build towards 
American victory, a state of virtue, or climax of any kind, and the novel lacks 
melodramatic patriotic pride. Like Kristiaan Versluys, I contend that Falling Man 
“illustrat[es] the true horror of the day and resist[s] [melodramatic] heroisation,” and 
that it does so through the representation, parodic imitation and caricature of 
melodrama. Melodrama is omnipresent in the novel’s repetitive structure and use of 
imagery, in the description and behaviour of the characters, and through the 
representation of their perceptions, conversations, discussions and thoughts. In other 
words, DeLillo rejects 9/11 melodrama by incorporating and containing it. Precisely 
because melodrama internalises, domesticates and individualises crises, Falling Man 
must do so too. Though Gray describes this development in 9/11 fiction as a failure of 
the imagination, and as the reworking of familiar narrative structures, I argue that 
internalisation and re-use of recognisable structures is a strategic choice that enables 
critical reflection. To accentuate melodramatic conventions, DeLillo must get as close 
to them as possible: to be able to put up a mirror, he must get as close to the 
characters as he can get. In effect, what DeLillo achieves with Falling Man is a 
portrait of the failure of melodrama. In my analysis I will describe how Falling Man 
contributes to the counter narrative as it deals with melodrama in terms of plot, 
stereotypes, self-censorship, anti-intellectualism, melancholia and mourning, and in 
terms of change.  
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In “In the Ruins of the Future,” DeLillo shows full awareness of the 
predominance of a melodramatic cultural mode. In more overt terms than Falling 
Man, “In Ruins” conveys an awareness of American exceptionalism, of context, and 
an American accountability for (or at least an association with) the attacks: “the 
primary target … was not global economy. It was America that drew their fury. It was 
… the blunt force of our foreign policy.” DeLillo adds that terrorism is “a narrative 
that has been developing over years,” which clashes with 9/11 melodrama’s 
supposition that the attacks came out of the blue and that the story starts on September 
11, 2001. Though he never uses the word “melodrama,” DeLillo describes many of 
(9/11) melodrama’s characteristics as he defines the predominant cultural mode. He 
discusses U.S. exceptionalism, the chasm between “us and them,” and notes the 
melodramatic coverage of the events: “The events of September 11 were covered 
unstintingly. There was no confusion of roles on TV. The raw event was one thing, 
the coverage another.” He names the rushed and violent political response to the 
events: “There is a sense of compression, plans made hurriedly, time forced and 
distorted” (“In Ruins”). More importantly, in opposition to melodrama, he recognises 
a broader context and calls for a counter-narrative – which, significantly, he finds in 
the personal stories of the victims and survivors, but also, in the very “ruins” of the 
day, in the victims themselves. “In Ruins,” which many critics recognise as a preface 
for Falling Man, is a curious mixture of observations of the events as they happened 
and the days and weeks that followed, an attempt at grasping what happened, as well 
as a (political) view on the attacks and the response. From “In Ruins” it is clear that 
DeLillo believes writers have a task in addressing and challenging social and political 
reality. As he said in an interview, “Writers must oppose systems, … write against 
power, … oppose whatever power tries to impose on us” (Bou and Thoret 90-95). In 
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Falling Man, therefore, melodrama, as “what power tried to impose” on America and 
the world, is represented, parodied and mocked.  
Because 9/11 melodrama is most manifestly perceptible in visual media, 
Falling Man in turn is a particularly visually oriented novel. Anker mentions the 
speed with which media turned to melodramatic “genre conventions” to make sense 
of the events: “within hours … [melodrama] influenced news commentary, political 
speeches, camera editing, interviews and even musical scoring” (Orgies 39). Because 
9/11 “was an experience literally mediated through the television coverage consumed 
across the United States” (38), I argue that the early 9/11 novel in general, and Falling 
Man in particular, partly became concerned with interpreting and representing the 
visual representation (that is television media coverage) of the attacks – or what 
Hefferman describes as “ekphrastic”: “‘the verbal representation of graphic 
representation’” (qtd. in Carroll 116, italics in original). Though DeLillo was an 
eyewitness, and thus writes from his own memories and observations as well, Falling 
Man ekphrastically imitates news television’s representation of the attacks. In the 
words of Adam Kirsch, “[Falling Man] explores the way disaster, mediated through 
television, becomes experience” and “confronts [the reader] head on with graphic 
realism” (Kirsch, my emphasis). However, the “graphic realism” Kirsch alludes to is 
actually the melodramatic reporting that the news media presented as “realism.” Since 
“the media coverage of 9/11 was the primary experience of the … attacks” for most 
Americans, melodrama “shaped discursive depictions and affective experiences of the 
… attacks, which then influenced how the events were processed [and] interpreted” 
(Orgies 38-39). Not coincidentally did “many people describe [the events on 
television] as ‘like a movie’” (38). The first and last chapter in Falling Man, which 
depict the situation in Lower Manhattan after the planes struck, thus represent some of 
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the images that were endlessly transmitted by television. Consequently, these chapters 
are the most graphic in description, and contain the most filmic passages of the novel 
– consisting of little but descriptions of images and pictures: short fragments, like 
photos, but also longer, moving descriptions, like a film. The sentence “There were 
shoes discarded in the street, handbags and laptops, a man seated on the sidewalk 
coughing up blood,” is an ekphrastic series of stills, emphasized by use of the passive. 
The sentence “They went running by, city cops and security guards running, hands 
pressed down on gun butts,” captions motion, as in film, indicated, this time, by the 
active tense (DeLillo 4). The structure of the novel also echoes the structure of 
melodramatic media coverage. The loop structure of the novel, which ends where it 
begins, in the smoking towers, is not only ekphrastic as it mimics the repetitive news 
coverage, but also signifies the vicious circle of un-worked through mourning, the 
reciprocal cause and effect of melodrama and melancholia. 
Melodramatic news coverage’s use of techniques such as repetition, slow-
motion, close-ups, particular reciprocity of image and voice-over and/or music, 
typeface are all found in Falling Man. The narrative style of the novel mimics 
melodramatic video footage, especially in the first and last chapter, where DeLillo 
describes Lower Manhattan after the attacks. Like the actual footage, the text moves 
from a broad perspective – “a world” – to smaller details – “a shoe in each hand” – 
and back again – “figures in windows a thousand feet up” (DeLillo 3-4). The text 
repeats the close-ups and overviews from the footage: it zooms in on small(er) 
objects, ordinary, innocent things, faces of people, and out to reveal the chaos and 
“widespread destruction” (Orgies 42). The repetitive sequence of close-ups and 
zoom-outs, of still and moving visions, and the alteration between the passive and 
active voice I mentioned earlier, strikingly resembles the footage. As Kirsch writes in 
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his review of the novel, “close-ups are, in fact, Mr. DeLillo's preferred narrative tools 
… [a]nd his prose [acts] … as a bleak, lustreless lens” (Kirsch). Anker also describes 
the effects of voice-over, which intensify melodrama’s “emphasis on melos, on music 
and nonverbal communication.” Image and sounds strengthen each other: “when 
[they] are produced at the same time on-screen, they reflect each other and are fused 
into a new whole” (Orgies 42). Even this feature of melodramatic media coverage, I 
argue, is present in the novel. Obviously there is no literal voice-over, but blended in 
with the graphic representations of Lower Manhattan in the first chapter are the 
thoughts of Keith, alternating with those of another focaliser, namely the omniscient 
narrator. These voices interpret the event for the reader, just as the voice-overs in the 
footage interpret the events for the spectator. For example, the opening phrase, “it was 
not a street any more but a world,” is not a literal representation of a vision – unlike, 
for instance, “he was walking north through the rubble” – but an interpretation of a 
focaliser who is not quite Keith (DeLillo 3).  
Not just its graphic language, also the fixation with “various forms of visual 
representation that appear in the novel: television, photography, performance art, and 
painting,” make Falling Man a highly visual novel (Carroll 116). The artistic careers 
of Nina, Martin, and to an extent, Lianne, the presence of (melodramatic) news media 
versus the presence of (high) art underline this. Yet the fixation with visualisation is 
also found in the novel’s preoccupation with perspective and gaze. Falling Man 
provides different perspectives on the attacks through the voices (and thoughts) of 
Lianne, Nina, Martin, Keith, Hammad, the Alzheimer patients, and even the children. 
These perspectives range from political to religious, from rational to emotional. On a 
more abstract level the novel deals with different perspectives in the sense that it 
concerns different degrees of focus. There is the contradiction between the sharp, 
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detailed description of the setting and surroundings and the blurred, fragmented and 
confused portrayal of the characters within them. Not coincidentally, this enigmatic 
notion of (non-)presence is defined as something that may be perceived with the eye: 
“[Keith] crossed Canal Street and began to see things, somehow, differently. … There 
was something critically missing from the things around him. They were unfinished 
… they were unseen, whatever that means. … Maybe this is what things look like 
when there is no one here to see them” (DeLillo 6, my emphasis).  
As for preoccupation with “gaze,” the novel furthermore deals, quite literally, 
with looking, seeing and noticing, with being seen, and with external examination and 
observation, as well as introspection. The characters are all, in a way, preoccupied 
with watching, observing and looking, with being watched, observed and looked at. 
Justin and his friends are on the look out for Bill Lawton, and literally keep watch of 
the skies with binoculars. In turn they are watched by the siblings’ mother, who 
notices this behaviour with alarm. Apart from looking at and analysing art 
professionally, Nina enjoys observing and analysing people: Justin, Lianne, Lianne’s 
relationship with Keith, and Keith himself in particular. Lianne, who takes after her 
mother in this respect, has the same habit. In turn she quite anxiously and consciously 
watches her mother age: “She was pale and thin, her mother, following knee-
replacement surgery. She was finally and resolutely old. This is what she wanted, it 
seemed” (11). “Lianne watched her. It was difficult to see her fitted so steadfastly to a 
piece of furniture” (61). In her work as a volunteer, Lianne observes Alzheimer 
patients and becomes consumed by the decline of their minds, because “[t]hese people 
were the living breath of the thing that killed her father,” who committed suicide after 
discovering he had Alzheimer (77). Though the purpose of these meetings is to 
observe the progression of the disease, and they serve as a means of outlet and relief 
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for the patients, for Lianne they are a way of getting closer to her father, as well as to 
herself – perhaps a way of letting herself forgive her father. The doctor supervising 
the patients tells her: “This is for them. … Don’t make it yours” (75-76). But she 
already has: “She needed these people” (77).  
Lianne’s need for psychological examination, for observing deeper meaning, 
for introspection, is counteracted by Keith’s literal observations. Where Lianne 
studies underlying nuances and psychological meaning, Keith mostly studies the 
external and physical aspects of objects and persons – the bodies of Lianne and 
Florence, for example, but also places and objects. This opposition between Keith and 
Lianne is illustrated through their respective interpretation of poker – a hobby of 
Keith’s. Where Keith is concerned with the operative, straightforward game itself – 
“He watched poker on television. … He was … noting the details of move and 
countermove” – to Lianne “[the game] meant nothing… But the players were 
interesting … Wasn’t there a soul struggle, a sense of continuing dilemma, even in the 
winner’s little blink of winning?” (146-147). The inherent difference between them 
creates a friction that cannot be overcome: they cannot “see” each other properly – or, 
as Kirsch argues, “they are barely conscious of each other, almost like a pair of 
zombies: ‘She was continuing to withdraw, but calmly, in control. He was self-
sequestered, as always’” (FM 270, qtd. in Kirsch). Additionally, Lianne cannot bring 
Keith in focus, neither literally nor psychologically: “Keith in the shower …, a dim 
figure far away inside plexiglass” (28). When “she watched [Justin and Keith] … 
[and] Keith did a kind of ball trick, … she saw a man she’d never known before” (74-
75). 
The difference between Lianne and Keith can also be explained in terms of 
melodrama. In their representation of the internal and external gaze, Lianne and Keith 
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respectively underline both melodrama and the failure of melodrama: Where Keith, in 
character and actions, is distinctly anti-melodramatic, Lianne represents the emotional 
and at times irrational melodramatic response. In fact, the novel is simultaneously 
melodramatic and anti-melodramatic in that it imitates the melodramatic plot and 
melodramatic stereotypes, but alters them at the same time. It seems, initially, to 
follow a melodramatic plot (the long lost father returns home to live happily ever after 
with his family after his tragic experience), featuring heroes and victims (an escape 
and self-rescue), but quickly subsides into a void, revealing the failure of melodrama. 
Besides confusing the traditional melodramatic plot line and the conventional roles of 
hero and victim, DeLillo plays with the traditional masculine and feminine 
stereotypes that fill these roles. Keith, for example, is introduced as the traditional 
hero: a man, a survivor, covered in dust and debris, wounded – but seemingly 
resolute, determined, and physically strong. Lianne recalls him in his sudden 
appearance in her doorway as “tall, with cropped hair, … like army, like career 
military” (20). In alignment with melodramatic conventions, he seems to follow “[the] 
inner wisdom” that guides him home to his wife (Orgies 81). The ending of the first 
chapter – “It wasn’t until he got in the truck and shut the door that he understood 
where he’d been going all along” – approximates a melodramatic cliff-hanger 
(DeLillo 7). Keith returns home. Though his retreat to family life mimics 
melodramatic post-9/11 domesticity, the initial suggestion of melodrama quickly 
evaporates. Keith is, I contend, an anti-hero. Even in Lianne’s first description of him, 
the vision of the masculine hero is debilitated: he does not meet the full requirements 
as he is already “beginning to look seasoned, not in combat but in the pale rigors of 
his life” (20). He fails to rescue his co-worker and friend. He fails to save his wife and 
family (who arguably, do not need saving, and were well able to cope on their own) – 
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or rather, fails to save his marriage, for a second time. As he himself affirms, he does 
not save Florence’s life, he only “save[s her] briefcase” (137).  
Nina describes Keith as an alpha male, as “a certain man, an archetype, … a 
model of dependability for his male friends, … but sheer hell on women,” and 
wonders if Keith’s reticence hides secret depths (74): “He gives the impression there’s 
something deeper than hiking and skiing, or playing cards. But what?” To which 
Lianne answers, ironically: “Rock climbing. Don’t forget” (11). A manly man more 
than anything else, Keith is practical, focussed on the physical, but not quite in touch 
with his feelings and unable to truly work through or place them. This inability, I 
argue, can be read as metaphorical for the failure of melodrama, the fall of the manly 
man, who, despite his masculinity, fails to be a true hero. Faludi writes about this 
melodramatic heroisation of men in the 9/11 narrative: “Whatever the realities, 
appearance was the thing” (63). DeLillo underlines the emptiness of this reality with 
Keith, who, despite the initial appearance of determined heroic behaviour, his strong 
physique, and womanising, does not really grow or attain much at all. In essence, 
Keith is a fairly two-dimensional, flat character, who does not progress, develop or 
reach new insights as a reaction to the terror he endures. Similarly, 9/11 melodramatic 
politics, with its masculine bravado, did not lead to progression or improvement, did 
not “try to understand why September 11 happened, [but, rather,] … use[d] it as an 
opportunity to usurp the whole world’s sorrow to mourn and avenge only their own” 
(Roy, qtd. in Faludi 39). Though Keith does not draw attention to his sorrow in this 
way, and shows no desire for vengeance, what is analogous with melodramatic 
politics is Keith’s conservatism, his lack of insight in that “to be injured means that 
one has the chance to reflect upon injury, to find out the mechanisms of its 
distribution” (Butler xii). DeLillo plays with this idea of epiphany or volta as part of a 
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melodramatic plot line: for a while it appears Keith has changed and has come to new 
insights, that Lianne and Keith are able to resolve their problems and become closer. 
They actually talk about this – or rather, Lianne wants to talk about it, and Keith 
surrenders: “Is it possible you and I are done with conflict? … Is it possible this is 
over? We don’t need this anymore. We can live without it. Am I right?” asks Lianne. 
To which Keith answers, rather dispassionately, but also forebodingly: “We’re ready 
to sink into our little lives” (95). Further on we notice they are trying to make the 
relationship work, or at least Lianne is: “She listened to what he said …, because 
listening is what would save them this time, keep them from falling into distortion and 
rancor” (132). However, as the novel progresses it also becomes obvious that happy 
reunion will never become reality, that Lianne and Keith cannot see each other 
clearly, that they continue to disconnect, that they do not get what they want from 
each other. Lianne recognises that “[t]his was the man who would not submit to her 
need for … intimacy, overintimacy, the urge to ask, examine, delve, draw things out, 
trade secrets, tell everything” (133).  
Their domestic haven, then, is a farce: returning to domesticity in general does 
not provide Keith or Lianne the protective satisfaction promised by melodrama. The 
picture of domesticity is only an illusion, a shadow of what it ideally, according to 
melodramatic conventions, should be. Lianne, who is accustomed to being alone, and 
has an independent life and career, is not about to bake Keith cookies. (Ironically, 
Keith himself is the one described as cooking the meals – another pun on traditional 
melodramatic gender roles.) Factually, everything about the initial melodramatic 
appearance becomes jagged. As opposed to the dynamic, can-do mentality of the 
traditional American hero, Keith comes across as lethargic, particularly mentally. As 
an adulterer he is hardly virtuous, nor does he fit with noble ideas of the American 
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male. The failure of melodrama and portrayal of Keith as an anti-hero culminate in 
the depiction of his poker career and life choices. At the end of the novel Keith has 
become the television poker player they watched together as a family, has detached 
himself, once again, from reality, and from working through his problems.   
Lianne, I argue, is the melodramatic counterpart of Keith. Though, as 
mentioned, she does not resemble the traditional domestic housewife of post-9/11 
narrative’s “retreat to the fifties” (Faludi 4), she does act melodramatically as a result 
of 9/11. Though at times subtle, Lianne’s behaviour is often so exaggerated that we 
may conclude that DeLillo is treating melodrama with irony. Nervous and on edge, 
Lianne is over-anxious in her surveillance of life after 9/11, and herself and others in 
it. With the appearance of Keith at her door in addition to the attacks, Lianne very 
clearly experiences 9/11 as the beginning of a new era. She counts the days “after the 
planes” as if they represent some kind of new calendar: “thirty-six days after the 
planes” (215). At the dawn of her new chronology, Keith is reborn. “Keith had been 
alive for six days now,” Lianne realises when she thinks about what this will mean for 
her and Justin (60). Lianne treats Keith as a hero, because the suffering he experiences 
as a 9/11 survivor turns him into “someone who has earned respectful attention” (74). 
This corresponds to melodrama’s principle that “to suffer …, to be the victim of 
abusive power, is to gain moral authority, to become a kind of hero” (Orgies 83). 
Lianne’s point of view furthermore corresponds to melodrama’s ability to 
shape the 9/11 narrative and to determine where the story begins. Lianne’s treatment 
of 9/11 as “the first day” is in complete alignment with Butler’s contention that 
Americans reacted to 9/11 by creating “a first-person narrative point of view” of the 
attacks, which begins on September 11. “If someone tries to start the story earlier,” 
she writes, “there are only a few narrative options,” and they all have to do with the 
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personal or psychological background of the attackers, not with a political “broader 
explanation for events” (5). In other words, Lianne “begin[s] the story with the 
experience of violence … suffered” in order to justify her own violent feelings and 
reactions towards the neighbour playing Arabic music, an acquaintance wearing a 
Moorish blouse, and the performance artist Falling Man, all of which she “condem[s] 
… as inexcusable, absolutely wrong” (Butler 5). By repeatedly exposing herself to the 
violence of 9/11 by consuming (melodramatic) communication in the media, through 
victimisation of Keith, by continuing to treat 9/11 as “day one,” she “sustain[s] the 
[melodramatic] affective structure in which [she is], on the one hand, victimized, and 
on the other, engaged in a righteous cause” (Butler 6). This righteous cause of 
“rooting out terror,” takes form in Falling Man as the “rooting out” of Lianne’s 
annoyance with anything that she interprets as insulting to the victims of 9/11 (6). In 
the words of Anker: “a virtuous identity depends on injury … to justify power” 
(Orgies 94). Fully convinced of the moral rightness of her convictions, she comes into 
action: first aggressively complaining to her neighbour about the Arabic music, and 
finally and dramatically punching her in the face when Elena does not take her 
complaint seriously. Elena tells her she played this music before 9/11, and that 
“[n]obody ever complained” then. She tries to reason with Lianne: “It’s not so loud. 
… It’s music. You want to take it personally.” But Lianne, melodramatically proud, 
fully convinced of the “disrespectfulness” of the music, and, more importantly, 
convinced of a larger, collective legitimacy, replies: “Of course it’s personal. 
Anybody would take it personally. Under these circumstances. … The whole city is 
ultrasensitive right now. Where have you been hiding?” Elena tries to relativise: 
“There are no circumstances. It’s music. … The music has nothing to do with now or 
then or any other time” (150-151). But Lianne insists on interpreting the music and 
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Elena’s reaction to her complaint as an insult, which corresponds to Butler’s 
observation that to sympathise with anything that is related to Islam or the “East” in 
the post-9/11 political climate, is to sympathise with the attacks, or proof that “one 
saw the terror as justified” (Butler 2).  
As Butler argues, this development gave rise to “anti-intellectualism and a 
growing acceptance of censorship,” and left little room for critical debate (1). 
Consequently, Lianne is very anxious about people having differing opinions about 
9/11. When Nina and Martin argue about the attacks, she “fe[els] … a sadness, 
hearing these two people, joined in spirit, take strongly opposing positions” (59). 
Melodramatic censorship is also found in Nina, whose anger, like that prevalent in the 
post-attack political climate in the U.S. described by Butler, “dismisses any effort at 
[Martin’s] explanation, as if to explain these events would accord them rationally, … 
as if to understand [them] would involve building a justificatory framework for them” 
(Butler 8). Lianne’s conservative treatment of the events also corresponds to what 
Butler calls the “binarism” or “anachronistic division” between us and them (2). As 
Anker points out 9/11 melodrama “implicitly filters out people with Arab … 
backgrounds [or connections]” as less American and “more similar to terrorists,” and 
therefore not automatically part of the “injured” – “unless they explicitly profess their 
intense love of the nation, demonstrate how they share in its woundedness, … engage 
in exaggerated performances of patriotism, and … monitor their own racial and 
religious” customs. By refusing to comply with this prescription, Elena inadvertently 
provides Lianne with a “reason” to exclude her from shared victimhood. Lianne’s 
reaction is an excellent example of “the way cultural language mapped an implicit 
racism” towards Arabs and Muslims: not directly, “by … calling out people in those 
groups as evil,” but, in this case, by harassing their “non-patriotic” choice to continue 
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to practise their own traditions (Orgies 58). Lianne’s remark “Where have you been 
hiding?” furthermore implies being “unseen,” indifference and thus, true to 
melodramatic conventions, of sympathising with the Evil Other. It is precisely the 
“binarism that Bush proposes in which only two positions are possible” that is 
mocked here (Butler 2). Use of the word “hiding” also connects to Bush’ 
melodramatic terrorism rhetoric, in which he claims “they [the terrorists] like to hide 
out. But we’ll smoke them out” – underlining both their “barbaric behaviour” and 
legitimising “our” action against that behaviour (Knowlton, my emphasis).  
Lianne’s annoyance with her friend Carol’s blouse, “a knock-off of a Persian 
or Moroccan robe [that] belonged to another body type, another skin color,” comes 
down to the same melodramatic polarisation of victim and villain. The blouse is not 
only inappropriate; it reminds her of her encounter with Elena and makes her reaffirm 
the legitimacy of her complaint. She tells Carol: “I hit a woman in the face the other 
day.” To Carol’s inquiry as to “What for?”, she answers: “They make you mad. That’s 
what for” (176, my emphasis). Lianne’s response is ambiguous. “They” may be read 
as Muslims or Arabs, but could also be DeLillo’s joke on the reader: it also implies 
that Lianne, deep down, recognises her behaviour as paranoid, and that with “they” 
she does not mean Muslims, but the melodramatic media and politicians who incite 
her anger. Perhaps Lianne’s tendency towards melodrama is intensified by her 
compulsive assimilation of the melodramatic news stories: her habit to read every 
story and her inability to switch off the news as it continues to broadcast the attacks. 
As she herself observes: “I read newspapers. I put my head in the pages and get angry 
and crazy” (53).   
In any case, what is represented here is the “categorization of victims and 
victimization” within melodramatic suffering: suffering that is determined by 
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categorisation, or rather, exclusion. Lianne becomes the “unaccountable power” that 
brings about “violence through exclusion” – violence that is justified as retribution 
(Orgies 59). “This is retaliation itself,” Lianne reasons as she thinks upon standing up 
to her neighbour and complaining about “noise” (86). In Lianne’s view, only she 
suffers, not Elena, not they, because “they” are excluded from victimisation as their 
suffering is not “effected by the 9/11 attacks” (Orgies 59). By choosing something as 
ordinary as music, or a piece of clothing, DeLillo ridicules melodramatic exclusion, 
contributing to the counter-narrative against melodrama. This also relates to the high 
sensitivity around 9/11 and the sudden perception or recognition of new, 9/11-related 
meaning in ordinary things. This is not only found in Lianne’s taking offence to 
Elena’s music and Carol’s blouse, but also in the way she suddenly sees the twin 
towers in her mother’s Morandi still-life: “The two dark objects, to obscure to name 
… She saw the towers” (62). 
Lianne’s obsession with 9/11 news coverage ensures incorporation of actual 
9/11 melodrama into the novel, but also mocks one-sided melodramatic news 
coverage, as well as the melodramatic idea that there is only one way of coping with 
the events and the grief. “She read newspaper profiles of the dead, every one that was 
printed. Not to read them, every one, was an offence, a violation of responsibility and 
trust” (134). Not to “read them,” not to participate in suffering, means being 
“complicitous with an assumed enemy” (Butler 9). This melodramatic over-sensitivity 
is embodied by Lianne, who is deeply insulted by the David Janiak, the street 
performer who becomes know as “Falling Man.” According to Versluys, DeLillo’s 
Falling Man is a replication of the “real-life artist Kerry Skarbakka,” who created a 
series of photos that capture himself in mid-fall in different settings (22). Versluys 
argues that in turn Skarbakka’s performances refer to Richard Drew’s famous 
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photograph of a man in suit “falling headfirst from the north tower” (Rich). Though 
the connection made between Skarbakka’s photos and Drew’s Falling Man, is perhaps 
somewhat far-fetched (Skarbakka’s projects include a slip in the bath, falling from a 
bridge, jumping through a window – and moreover, Skarbakka had started making 
this kind of art long before 9/11 took place), the photos were treated as an insult to 
those who had no choice but to jump from the towers. Consequently, both the pictures 
and artist were dismissed by not only common Americans –“He’s an artist? Go paint a 
bowl of fruit or something,” one Mrs Giallombardo eloquently commented (Lisberg) 
– but also by prominent politicians such as Mayor Michael Bloomberg, who called 
them “nauseatingly offensive” (qtd. in Versluys 22). Within the framework of 9/11 
melodrama and its anti-intellectualist stance, this reaction is hardly surprising: 
anything that could be interpreted as failing to sympathise with the survivors was 
either repudiated or ignored.  
But what, exactly, was so “nauseatingly offensive”? Why is Lianne so 
repulsed by the Falling Man? As Versluys argues, it is for the same reason that 
Drew’s original Falling Man photo was “largely pulled from circulation after 9/12” 
(Rich). The “reason for this act of self-censorship” was that the image of “doomed 
people jumping from … the World Trade Center resisted redemption” and “had no 
place in the instantaneous [and, I would argue, melodramatic] recuperation of the 
events by politicians and media” (Versluys 22-23). In the words of Frank Rich: “In 
Falling Man, as in life, no one wants to watch a re-enactment of the Associated Press 
photo of a man falling headfirst from the north tower” (Rich). DeLillo shows the clash 
between melodrama and realism. Lianne, with her melodramatic vision cannot 
understand the Falling Man: “Why is he doing this, she thought” (DeLillo 202). 
Versluys argues that by focusing on the fall, DeLillo breaks the self-censorship of 
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9/11 melodrama and confronts both Lianne and the reader with what he calls “the 
symbol of the dark underside of 9/11” (23). DeLillo provides cognisance for the 
“jumpers” as victims themselves, but also for the suppression and denial of their 
suffering in the media. In the words of Versluys: “By choosing an image of 
irredeemable death as the … moment that indicates the true place of 9/11 in the 
cultural repertoire of the nation, DeLillo indicates how his novel provides a 
counterdiscourse to the prevailing nationalistic interpretations” (23). 
Additionally, with the inclusion of the Falling Man, DeLillo raises the 
question of the function of art. When Lianne asks, “why is he doing this,” she might 
be asking DeLillo himself why he has incorporated the fictional Falling Man in this 
novel. I argue that DeLillo not only does so to mock the real-life melodramatic 
upheaval about artistic representations of the terrorist attacks, but also to pose the 
question why it is widely accepted to inundate people with the constant repetition of 
the impact of the planes, and unacceptable to repeat and imitate the fall of dozens of 
its victims. In other words, I contend that Falling Man also seeks a confrontation 
with, on the one hand, highly artificial and theatrical melodramatic news footage, and, 
on the other, raw art. Why is the latter more shocking than the former? The 
melodramatically visual first and last chapters are, thus, not only reproductions of 
melodrama or ekphrastic representations of the events, as discussed, but also function 
as contrast with the artistic visual display in the novel.  
Returning to the idea mentioned at the beginning of this chapter that 
“catastrophes … entail a sudden break with history,” ironically, it is Lianne’s life that 
has changed as a result of 9/11 (Smith 158). It is she who has psychologically 
changed the most, and not the direct victim Keith. She herself observes this change, as 
I have already pointed out above: “It was strange, how terse she became, and 
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uninformative” (DeLillo 24). Keith continues, mostly, as he has done before. He does 
not come to see 9/11 as a radical interruption of his life the way Lianne experiences 
this; rather, he attempts to give his ordeal of that day a place, “assimilate[ing] the 
unfamiliar into familiar structures” (Gray 134). Gray quotes Ken Kalfus about 
people’s need for loose sexual contact after the attacks, or “terror sex”: “Everyone 
needed something new, some acknowledgement that their lives had changed” (131). 
Though this might be the case for Florence, for Keith an affair is not “something 
new.” By keeping up this adulterous behaviour, he emphasises exactly that which has 
not changed about his life. As Rachel Smith argues, Keith’s traumatic experience does 
not “dramatically alter [his] … physical constitution” (153). Very early on in the 
novel, his doctor establishes that “organic shrapnel,” or “small fragments” of the 
attackers trapped under the skin of survivors, is “something [he doesn’t] think [Keith] 
ha[s]” (DeLillo 18-19). Noting the attacks have not left a lasting impression on Keith, 
Smith connects this to the belief that Falling Man lacks “the transfiguring effect of the 
catastrophe” (153). However, we must not ignore the fact that Keith – as Nina likes 
pointing out – is psychologically an uncomplicated individual, which might explain 
why his life continues fairly unaltered after the events. Keith’s maintaining of his old 
lifestyle also becomes metaphorical for a two ideas. One is the (mundane) fact that 
life goes on, no matter what happens. Another is the idea that, as opposed to what 
melodrama spread as a creed (“everything changed that day”), life in general did not 
really change that much, which, in turn, may be read as a counter-thought against 
melodramatic populism. In the end, Keith continues to play poker and be “a father 
from a distance” (20). The music continues to play – “she wins,” concludes Lianne – 
and nothing is gained from Lianne’s melodramatic protestation, just as nothing is 
gained from the prevailing melodramatic reaction to 9/11. Melodramatic intervention 
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in both the novel and “the real world” do not lead to progress or insight, do not 
contribute to understanding “how political and social actions [such as the attacks] 
come into being” (Butler 9).  
Though I agree with Gray that a contextual and multi-perspectival canon is 
needed, what he calls for might just already be present in Falling Man. It is there in 
the differing experiences of Lianne and Keith. It is there in Martin’s subtle 
objectifications to Nina’s melodramatic behaviour and his European counter-
perspective. It is there in the terrorists’ interval, which tries to imagine the perspective 
and or motive of the terrorists, exploring the mind of the terrorist Hammad as he 
prepares for the attack. But Falling Man’s inclusion of different perspectives does not 
necessarily form the counter-narrative. The imagined situation does not provide fact 
or “real” insight – neither politically nor psychologically. What is real, worldly and 
perceptive about Falling Man is the identification and critique of the post-9/11 
melodramatic cultural mode. Through Martin, I argue, DeLillo warns just what might 
happen if America does not reflect upon that melodramatic mode: “Soon the day is 
coming when nobody has to think about America except for the danger it brings. It is 
losing the center. It becomes the center of its own shit. This is the only center it 
occupies” (FM 245).  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 “Jesus fucking Christ! It’s a goddamn Muslim!” or: The Orgy of Feeling at 
Work in Amy Waldman’s The Submission 
 
In her theory on 9/11 melodrama, Elizabeth Anker contends that “orgies of feeling 
can help to describe the dynamic and affective work of melodramatic political 
discourse” (Orgies 150). It is just this “dynamic” of 9/11 melodramatic discourse that 
is illustrated in Amy Waldman’s The Submission (2012). A term introduced by 
Friedrich Nietzsche, an “orgy of feeling” indicates a process in which initially 
confusing and/or traumatic emotions are relocated and enhanced to produce a stronger 
sense of victimisation. According to Anker, orgies of feeling “paradoxically inhibit … 
original suffering by imposing more violent emotions over it.” In other words, an orgy 
of feeling is an adaptation of the original emotion: an exaggeration and translation 
that is continually attached and related to other, new emotions, causing “new [and 
intensified] pain upon the suffering subject.” In Nietzsche’s theory, the initial emotion 
has to be of such overwhelming quality that it causes a sense of confusion and 
helplessness in the victim in relation to his or her suffering. Only then can an orgy of 
feeling give new meaning to the original emotion. Anker explains that by “enfolding 
pain within a new narrative, orgies of feeling explain where the pain … now comes 
from, and they aim to ‘liberate’ the sufferer from its binds.” Put differently, 
enhancement and relocation of the pain in an orgy of feeling give the sufferer 
direction: an orgy of feeling provides an explanation for the pain, locates the source of 
pain, and thus, gives a solution as how to overcome pain. Anker concludes: “Orgies of 
feeling manage the suffering … by offering a new explanation for suffering and 
implying that pain will soon be overpowered by a ‘liberated’ self’” (150). In 
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connection to 9/11, Anker, as described in the first chapter, observes the formation of 
a melodramatic narrative that reorganises cause and effect, victim, villain, and hero in 
order to manage the events. In this narrative, terrorism becomes the source of all 
suffering, “becomes the singular act of injury that orgiastically overwhelms and 
displaces experiences of fear and unfreedom.” In other words: in the orgy of feeling 
of 9/11, terrorism is initial emotion that is continually reinterpreted, reinforced and 
intensified. Anker contends that “orgies of feeling suggested that once terrorism is 
punished, killed or overcome, individuals’ … foundering agency will be eradicated 
and their rightful freedom restored” (151).  
I argue that The Submission can be interpreted as representing an orgy of 
feeling both in the literal meaning of the term – an agglomeration of emotions – but 
also in the Nietzschean and melodramatic sense as a representation of a situation in 
which shocking emotions are (constantly) repositioned and cultivated to enforce a 
heightened and intensified feeling of victimisation. The novel critically reflects on the 
confused emotions and the resonances of fear in the aftermath of 9/11, and shows how 
these affects are cultivated to renew, relive and intensify the victimisation and 
suffering of Americans through the fictional story of a Muslim who anonymously 
wins the contest for the design of the 9/11 memorial. In the discovery of Mohammad 
Kahn’s Islamic background and the public, political and media reaction to this 
discovery, The Submission shows how media, politics and individuals 
melodramatically “relocate [the] cause [of the initial suffering experienced on and as a 
result of 9/11] onto a new scene,” and, I argue, the blame onto a new villain (Orgies 
150).  
Furthermore, I argue The Submission is highly satirical in its representation of 
an orgy of feeling. The novel stages a melodramatic narrative in many ways; 
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representing a cross-section of the melodramatic culture in the aftermath of 9/11 it 
conveys the motives and perspectives of different (cultural) groups and communities 
of a multi-layered American society, and affirms Anker’s theory as it gives direct 
insight into many different elements of 9/11 melodrama, including anti-Islamism, 
anti-intellectualism and self-censorship, and anti-feminism. However, not unlike 
Falling Man, The Submission also ridicules melodrama through the use and depiction 
of melodrama. As Linda Hutcheon argues, parody takes form through “repetition … 
that allows ironic signalling of difference at the very heart of similarity” (185). In 
other words, The Submission parodies the predominant melodramatic cultural mode, 
which is the “system it questions,” by both using and mocking that system(’s 
conventions) (Hume 117). The Submission is an inversion of traditional melodrama: 
an ironic and at times satirical representation of post-9/11 U.S. society in which the 
roles in the predominant 9/11 narrative are reversed so that U.S. politics and media 
are represented as villains, and Muslims as victim-heroes. Making use of 
melodramatic plot and characters, Waldman confronts the reader with the absurdity 
and irrationality of melodrama, conveys what it is capable of, and asks the question 
what Injustice (as the starting point of every melodrama) in this particular narrative 
exactly entails. Is it Mohammad’s submission in the first place, or is it the reaction to 
his submission? Though the novel plays with different views, I argue that it obviously 
poses the melodramatic chain reaction that is set in motion by the media as “unjust” 
and that, like Falling Man, The Submission presents a mirror to the melodramatic 
cultural mode and its defects. The Submission therefore contributes to the counter-
narrative, working, as Arin Keeble puts it, “against the unilateralism of the Bush 
Doctrine, and attempts to reanimate some of the nuance, complexity and 
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conflictedness that was overshadowed by Manichean and clash-of-civilizations [or, in 
other words, melodramatic] discourse” (177). 
In what follows I will analyse the orgy of feeling “at work” in the novel, 
discuss its practice of parody in both the representation of conventional melodrama 
and inversion of melodramatic roles and melodramatic storyline, and pay particular 
attention to the novel’s critical address of masculinisation as a specific development 
within 9/11 melodrama.  
“Jesus fucking Christ! It’s a goddamn Muslim!” (Waldman 19). The moment 
Mohammad Khan’s name comes out of the envelope, this expressive remark by one 
of the jurors kicks the orgy of feeling in The Submission into action. With the 
discovery that the submitter is a Muslim, or rather, with the assumption that 
Mohammad, given his name, must be a Muslim (nothing is certain at the moment the 
envelope is opened), many characters in the novel take this as an opportunity to feel 
victimised all over again. Mohammad’s Islamic background is reason for the 
memorial design jury to make a direct connection between him and the attackers of 
9/11, due to the fact that “September 11 facilitated the consolidation of a new identity 
category” that clusters “persons who [are and] appear ‘Middle Eastern, Arab or 
Muslim.’” Anker argues that this categorisation is basically “a racialization wherein 
members of this group are identified as terrorists, and disidentified as citizens” 
(Orgies 58). The terrorism experienced on 9/11 is connected directly and irrationally 
to persons with a Middle Eastern appearance. Therefore, the very fact that Kahn is a 
Muslim associates him with the terrorists and/or terrorism. As one of the jurors 
remarks, “he’s unsuitable by definition” (24). Regarding the dynamic of an orgy of 
feeling, the introduction of a new “crisis” causes renewal and fortification of the 
initial injury. Kahn, being Muslim, reawakens the fear and insecurity experienced as a 
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result of the attacks on September 11 and thus becomes the personification of that 
crisis. Another of the jury members articulates this re-experience of fear caused by the 
melodramatic fusion between, on the one hand, the attacks and the terrorists, and on 
the other, the memorial and Mohammad: “[P]eople are afraid. Two years on we still 
don’t know whether we’re up against a handful of zealots who got lucky, or a global 
conspiracy of a billion Muslims who hate the West, even if they live in it” (25, my 
emphasis).  
The publication of Kahn’s name produces a stream of emotions that together 
denote the state of confusion, or “conflictedness,” as Keeble calls it, of the post-9/11 
American psyche (16). In the heated discussion that is sparked by the discovery, all 
sorts of emotions, both felt and predicted, are expressed by the jury:  
“It’s Maya Lin all over again. But worse.” … “I think we need to assume the 
worst–I mean, that he’s a Muslim [and not a Jew, or of another religion]” … 
“The families will feel very offended. This is no time for multi-cultural 
pandering” … “There’s a lot of confusion, … [w]e still don’t know what most 
Muslims think … [about] us, or holy war, or–” … “we have to consider the 
associations people will bring to him.” … “[W]hat if he is one of the 
problematic ones?” … “I’m not sure I want [the design] with the name 
Mohammad attached to it. It doesn’t matter who he is. They’ll feel like they’ve 
won. All over the Muslim world they’ll be jumping up and down at our 
stupidity, our stupid tolerance.” (21-22) 
Even in these few phrases much of what, according to Anker, is part of 9/11 
melodrama is articulated: exclusivism and racism, over-sensitivity, paranoia, 
conservative unilateralism and anti-intellectualism. All these notions are vented in 
highly emotional discourse and contribute merely to what apparently is the only 
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possible interpretation of the situation: that a man named Mohammed winning the 
competition poses an insurmountable problem. Even Claire, who represents the 
contesting voice, admits: “Look, I’m not pretending this isn’t a surprise” (22). What 
may seem, at first, like a proper critical debate is in fact an affirmation of the 
generally held conviction that it is inconceivable that a Muslim design the 9/11 
memorial: at the outset every member of the committee is convinced that this poses a 
serious problem. Despite Claire’s loyalty to the design, and her initial indifference 
about the religion of the designer, the discussion in this chapter is not a rational 
conversation in which different views of the matter are carefully weighed and 
discussed. It is mostly a list of impulsive and irrational remarks that convey panic, 
fear and confusion. Adding further to the weakness of the committee’s “debate” is the 
fact that Paul Rubin, the chairman, decides to end the meeting without a decision 
reached: “He proposed that they adjourn for a few days so he could further assess 
Khan’s suitability. ‘As I would do for any designer,’ he was quick to add” (27). Paul’s 
final comment implies the opposite of what he is saying – if the winner had been any 
other designer, there would probably not be an adjournment. This is a fair assumption, 
given the flashback Waldman interjects before Paul opens the envelope, which reveals 
his uneasiness with Muslims: “[D]espite all efforts otherwise [Paul] felt 
uncomfortable” about his Arab driver, and “relieved, although he hated to admit it” 
when the man quits (16).  
As the novel progresses, the orgy of feeling unfolds: new “crises” emerge that 
are incessantly connected to the original event intensifying and increasing the 
emotions that are continuously added to the original suffering. These “crises” include, 
for instance, the fact that Kahn has been to Kabul, and the “discovery” that Kahn’s 
design – initially a side-issue and regarded as just “some sort of garden” (118) – is an 
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“Islamic garden”, assumed to secretly represent a Muslim paradise for martyrs. In 
accumulation of crises it becomes obvious that some of the individuals or groups in 
the novel use the orgy of feeling to gain or regain power and to give purpose or 
direction to their own and others’ lives. Though there are many examples in the novel 
that support this view, I will focus on three characters who gain melodramatic power 
from an orgy of feeling – Sean Gallagher, Governor Geraldine Bitman, and Alyssa 
Spier. Additionally, the power of melodramatic media to influence and aggravate the 
situation becomes clear. The Submission, then, is also, and perhaps mainly, a novel 
that gives insight into the practice of melodramatic media in contemporary America.  
In the novel, Sean Gallagher is both represented and satirised as the ultimate 
melodramatic hero, the average American man risen to a heroic rank through his can-
do mentality. Sean lost his brother in the attacks, a loss explicitly said to give new 
meaning to his life, which connects to the melodramatic “American victim-hero” 
emerging from his injuries (Orgies 52). Triggered by injustice, Sean furthermore 
“heed[s] an inner call” to action and “develop[s] self-reliance by learning to trust [his] 
inner strength” (Orgies 81). Directly after the attacks he spent all of his time helping 
to clear the debris of the fallen towers in the hopes of finding his brother’s body in the 
remains. However, in the years that have passed since the attacks, Sean’s reputation of 
hero diminishes. The incident with Kahn and the memorial does not only reopen old 
wounds, but, ironically, breathes new life into Sean’s role as a male hero. Through 
focalization, Waldman gives the reader insight into Sean’s own awareness of this fact: 
“A Muslim gaining control of the memorial was the worst possible thing that could 
happen–and exactly the rudder Sean, lately lacking one, needed. Catastrophe, he had 
learned, summoned his best self. In its absence he faltered” (71). The irony, the reader 
recognises, is that Sean basically needs the disaster of 9/11 to provide him with some 
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life purpose; he owes his success as member of the Memorial Support Committee to 
his brother’s death, and is well aware of this. He is factually and pathetically just “a 
handyman living with his parents” (73). Unable to live up to the memory of much 
more highly esteemed brother, trying to cope with aggression and alcohol problems, 
and the awareness of his intellectual inferiority, Sean is immersed in a psychological 
struggle with his self-worth, and grasps at the opportunity of reviving his role as hero. 
When they learn that Kahn has won the memorial design competition, Sean 
and his family feel victimised and subjected to injustice again once more. Due to the 
consolidation of Muslims, Arabs and “persons who appear Middle Eastern” as 
terrorists, which Anker describes as a result of melodramatic anti-Islamism (Orgies 
58), Sean’s father makes no difference between the terrorist and the man who won the 
memorial design competition: “They killed my son. … And I don’t want one of their 
names over his grave” (70, my emphasis). The Gallaghers, as well as the Memorial 
Support Committee they are part of, interpret the news as a call to action, which 
reminds of the “can-do mentality” of American heroism in melodrama. This action is 
melodramatically understood as a battle, as war. According to melodramatic 
conventions, masculine bravery – or what Faludi calls “chest-thumping” – is needed 
to win the “war” (Faludi 100). Fittingly, Sean’s father claims: “Yes, we plan to fight 
this until our last breath. No, this is not Islamophobia. Because phobia means fear and 
I’m not afraid of them. You can print my address in your newspaper so they can come 
find me” (70). Furthermore, the committee consists of “a motley crew of former 
firefighters” (70), as fire-fighters were the ultimate embodiment of national 
masculinity and heroism, and were regarded as the warriors of 9/11: “the character 
actors who won the 9/11 hero sweepstakes … were the New York City firemen” 
(Faludi 83). Faludi contends that President Bush positioned fire-fighters as 
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“supersoldiers”: “‘These are the men who will fight our wars,’ [he] intoned, after 
posing with the firefighters at the smoldering ruins, … as if he were their 
commanding officer” (84). Faludi also describes the melodramatic quality of an 
inherent sense of virtue, or what Anker calls “interior wisdom” and “inner strength,” 
that was ascribed to these fire-fighters (Orgies 81): “‘You are amazing and real 
heroes, in every sense of the word,’ Sean Hannity of Fox … gushed to Chris 
Ingvordsen, an out-of-town volunteer firefighter who had driven to Manhattan to offer 
his help at ground zero. … ‘On your own, you decided this was the place to go?’ … 
‘Yeah.’ … ‘That you did that on your own I think speaks volumes about who we are 
as Americans’” (Faludi 88, my emphasis). 
Waldman uses the storyline of Sean, and his family, to expose the melodrama 
of American hands-on mentality and the belief that this is inherent in heroism. If we 
take the Gallaghers to represent the average American family, this storyline suggests 
that melodrama is the dominant cultural mode. The Gallaghers, in any case, are a 
model representation of the post-9/11 melodramatic domesticity that both Anker and 
Faludi describe. The women in the family play traditional roles: “Sean’s mother, 
Eileen, and his four sisters cleared empty plates and refilled coffee cups with grim 
efficiency” (70). Sean and his family think in terms of good and evil, and are “living,” 
albeit fictional, evidence that “melodramatic subjects externalize all responsibility for 
[the] problem to an evil Other” (Orgies 83). I have already mentioned the Gallaghers’ 
exclusivist anti-Islamism, in which Khan becomes this “evil Other.” Conforming to 
melodramatic conventions, the family are convinced that in order to regain “justice” 
and to undo suffering, that evil Other must be eradicated. This will solve the problem. 
From the Gallaghers’ perspective they are the victimised protagonists who, being 
victims, “are always … virtuous, … free from personal responsibility, … [and] free of 
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accountability for the social problems that melodrama dramatizes.” Because in 
melodrama victimhood is paired with heroism and heroism with action, Sean must act 
“to remove the villain” (Orgies 83). It has to be Sean, because, again, in accordance 
with melodramatic thought, the family “masculinize … self-sufficient heroism: it is 
… men who are self-emancipating and self-making” (82). “Please, Sean, don't let this 
come to be,” asks Sean’s mother, Eileen, of him. “A plan was up to him” (152). 
Consequently, Sean gets to work. As the leader of the pack, as the action figure, Sean 
regains some of his importance as the case around the memorial unfolds. In this 
process, Waldman describes his (internal) struggle for authority and recognition. 
“Sean saw himself too clearly: A no-name worthy of addressing but not worthy of 
knowing. An audience, not a player” (165). The failings of (his) melodramatic 
behaviour are made painstakingly clear. Though he wins a certain respect of the 
public with his action-packed speeches (“Words aren’t the way to fight this” [169]), 
indeed, with action itself (organising a protest rally, pulling the scarf off the head of a 
Muslim woman), the persons in control refuse to take him seriously and reject his 
irrational emotionalism. In his meeting with Paul Rubin, Sean is told to be reasonable, 
follow the rules, and let go of his irrational anger when the situation does not develop 
to his liking. But Sean ignores this advice and continues to lose his temper in his 
demand for “rights”: “What about my rights? The families’ rights? The victims’ 
rights?” – to which Paul replies: “Emotions are not legal rights.” This sets off Sean 
completely: “I tell you this is tearing up my parents and you lecture me about legal 
rights?” (165). The anti-intellectualist Sean obviously confuses facts and affect, and 
shows full conviction of the creed that “there is no excuse for September 11,” a creed 
that, as Butler argues, was a “means by which to stifle any serious … discussion” 
(Butler 3). “What about right and wrong?” Sean finally demands, failing to 
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understand that the situation with the memorial is much more complex than his binary 
thinking allows for. Paul’s calm reply “ma[kes] Sean’s yelling ridiculous,” and ends 
the conversation.  
The picture Waldman paints of Governor Geraldine Bitman is a much more 
powerful one than that of Sean Gallagher. His unstable and over-emotional 
masculinity (ironically, a contradictio in terminis according to gender stereotypes) is 
set off sharply against her confident and rational womanhood. Her strength is 
underlined in the scene in which Paul Rubin is “summoned” to meet her while she is 
working out (130). The summoning and the setting emphasise her power, her strong 
physique, her busy schedule, as well as her ability to multi-task. Bitman claims to be a 
feminist – or at least to be concerned about “women being oppressed by women” 
(131). She contributes to the formation of an orgy of feeling by drawing the matter of 
her (supposed) concern about Islamic misogyny into the discussion. Rationally, Khan, 
as an architect, but also the memorial, as a place of mourning, have nothing to do with 
the suppression of women in orthodox Islam. Bitman is well aware of this fact, 
declaring that “there is no reason to think [Mr. Khan] is [a security threat]” (130). 
However, emotionally, or rather, politically, Bitman weaves these subjects together to 
appear as one entangled whole, thus fuelling the orgy of feeling. By introducing a new 
problem, she exacerbates the crisis. As she addresses the public, 
“[Khan’s] finding a way to victory in this anonymous competition reminds us 
that radical Islamists could use our democratic institutions and our openness to 
advance their own agenda. … As a woman, I can’t stay quiet about that 
danger, given that if Islamists were to take power here, it is women who would 
bear the brunt of our lost freedoms.” (130)  
 ‘t Hart 56 
From here on, Bitman presents herself as the figure of authority who will 
powerfully protect her flock against the danger that she herself constructed. She 
manipulates the situation to her own political advantage by creating new fear and 
intensifying existing fear, and then telling the public that she will ward off the menace 
if they allow her to take control. This scene calls attention to the dynamics of the orgy 
of feeling, in which politicians benefit from the crisis by taking control of it, re-
shaping it, and, in doing so, giving the impression of being able to manage the crisis. 
As Anker argues, “In contemporary politics … powerful affects [such as the orgy of 
feeling] … may seem to offer political subjects the ability to … overcome … 
suffering and ineffectiveness” (Orgies 150). Managing the crisis or appearing to 
understand “the meaning of suffering is a search for power” (156). “Every time 
[Bitman] had gone on the offensive against Khan, she had risen in the polls. He was 
her oxygen” (320). Bitman successfully deploys the orgy of feeling and its 
melodramatic narrative to reach her own political goal: “She wanted to be president” 
(131).  
 Another woman who contributes to the orgy of feeling and at the same time 
gains power from it is Alyssa Spier, the relentless and exasperating reporter for The 
New York Post. Arguably, it is Spier who causes the most chaos around Khan winning 
the memorial competition, and therefore it is she who is the greatest facilitator of the 
orgy of feeling. Spier, the reader learns, “made her way [to New York] from a 
depressed river town upstate” (76). She is ambitious but lacks an ideal, “[not] a good 
enough writer for the blue-blood papers …, [but a] tabby all the way” (76). Without 
much interest in truth, objectivity or background, Spier writes to shock. Her goal is 
the scoop – and the satisfaction of seeing her name attached to that scoop. True to 
melodramatic conventions, Spier’s style is sensational, not rational. She is interested 
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in sentimental and dramatic gestures, not in the detailed facts, which is made clear 
when Mohammad gives a press conference to explain his design: “The note-taking 
slowed, the room deflated, the reporters pranced in place. No one cared about the 
design, Alyssa thought. Didn’t he get that?” (118). Her alliterating captions 
(“MYSTERY MUSLIM MEMORIAL MESS” [65]) and hollow prose (“The problem 
with Islam is Islam” [136]) underline her melodramatic reporting. Not only is this 
style her hallmark, it is the style requested and expected of her. As her boss instructs 
her: “People want to be told what to think … [o]r they want to be told that what they 
already think is right” (134-135). Not only does this cynical comment convey the 
complete lack of ambition for reporting a story from different perspectives and stress 
the manipulation of the 9/11 melodramatic narrative, it also calls attention to the 
media’s ability to influence the public. Despite the shallowness of her reporting, Spier 
has the power to direct the narrative, and even manages to influence Claire Burwell, 
the moderate voice on the memorial committee, suggesting that the media indeed 
“harbour particular power for shaping experiences of the 9/11 events” (Orgies 38). 
Subsequently, Spier also attempts to frame Asma Anwar’s death. This incident is, 
arguably, the tragic climax of the orgy of feeling. For a change it is a true crisis that 
Spier assimilates to the orgy of feeling as she blames Khan for Asma’s death. 
Locating the cause of suffering in Khan gives Alyssa the illusion of managing her 
own. “Her own nagging feelings of guilt had been largely expiated. … [S]he had only 
reported on what Khan had started. If anyone was responsible, it was he” (333). She 
openly accuses Khan: “[Y]ou [made it open season on Muslims] by entering the 
competition, by insisting on your right to win, even though it offended so many 
Americans, hurt so many … feelings” (334). 
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Alyssa is not alone – all the media contribute to the orgy of feeling. Thus the 
power of the melodramatic media use to shape the events and to fuel the orgy of 
feeling becomes clear in the many chapters that deal directly with the affairs of Alyssa 
and other journalists. It also becomes clear in the way the media are more subtly 
infused in the other chapters, as a lingering presence the reader can observe to 
influence the characters. The radio or television is on in many scenes, or newspapers 
are read, and all characters use the media at some point or another. For example, in 
the early scene of the Memorial Support Committee meeting “[c]opies of the Post 
splayed under legal pads and two laptop computers” (70). Sean’s father, as 
mentioned, is “on the phone with a reporter” (70). “Footage of [Asma’s] last hour 
replay[s] as often in [Mohammad’s] mind as it did on every TV channel” (356-357). 
The preoccupation with media is also true for non-American characters: Asma Anwar 
reads Bengali papers, the MACC have a constant eye on “three televisions … –CNN, 
MSNBC, FOX News” (100). These references underline the constant presence as well 
as the repetitive nature of the media.   
Worth separate attention is Claire’s 180-degree turn-about, which is presented 
as a result of media power. Incidentally, this is juxtaposed by Khan’s level-headed 
decision to “put psychological distance between himself and the Mohammad Khan 
who was written and talked about [in the media], as if that were another man 
altogether.” It also shows Mohammed’s full grasp of the workings of melodrama: 
“Facts were not found but made, and once made, alive, defying anyone to tell them 
from truth” (161). Claire, however, is not as resilient. Her determined support of both 
Kahn and his design begins to wane as the media attention for the memorial garden as 
an Islamic one increases. The continuous stream of suggestions and insinuations made 
as to Khan’s “real” motive behind the design finally take grip on Claire. From “his 
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greatest champion” who is fully supportive of the design, Claire goes to being just as 
melodramatic as the rest of the opposition, asking him to withdraw his design for no 
clear or rational reason at all, apart from personal concerns and emotions (Shamsie). 
We recall her firm initial reaction – “So … you propose … we squash it, when the 
majority of us believed it to be the best design? That’s a total betrayal of what this 
country means, what it stands for” (26) – which is in sharp contrast with her request 
for withdrawal at the end of the novel: “We do not want to take anything from Mr. 
Khan. … We simply think a memorial other than the Garden … would be better for 
the families of the dead, … for the country” (351). This, incidentally, corresponds 
directly to the melodrama’s core principle that “what [is] good for the hero [is] a 
universal good” (Orgies 82). Further on Claire adds, even more irrationally: “Mr. 
Khan says he shouldn’t have to say what the Garden is, or where it came from, and 
he’s right. … But I want him to” (357, my emphasis). Claire’s melodramatic self-
contradiction is both disappointing and infuriating, because it shows nothing but 
sentimentality, proves nothing but self-absorption. It only appears to be 
understanding and democratic, something that recalls a thought of Paul Rubin in the 
first chapter: “Only in America did … enthusiast[ic amateur designers] reign, 
enthroned by politicians who feared nothing more than appearing undemocratic…. 
Paul wondered what the families would have to say about their precious democratic 
process now” (24, my emphasis). In other words, democracy and freedom are a farce; 
if the outcome does not suit the families they can easily be persuaded to change the 
rules, and thus abandon the democratic beliefs they, as Americans, uphold so 
fervently. We find this in Claire’s change of heart towards the end of the novel, but, 
also, and more straightforwardly, in Sean’s understanding of democracy: “‘[Y]ou 
wanted a competition, a democratic exercise everyone could participate in. And so 
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everyone did,’ [said Paul].” To which Sean replies: “That’s not who we meant by 
everyone” (164). In fact, this bent understanding of democracy is exposed throughout 
the novel. I have already mentioned Alyssa Spier’s accusation that Mohammad 
“offended so many Americans” in “insisting on [his] right to win” (334), which also 
underlines Spier’s conviction that, to borrow Anker’s words, Mohammad is 
“disindentifi[able] as [an American] citizen” (Orgies 58). “I am an American, too,” 
Khan has to remind her: “I have the same rights as every other American” (334-335). 
The defence of freedom of speech becomes an empty claim, and democracy a 
travesty.  
With this exploitation of democratic rhetoric Waldman reveals the one-
sidedness and anti-intellectualism of melodramatic politics. She illustrates not just 
how what is supposedly a democratic competition becomes completely biased by 
prejudice and emotion through the dynamics of melodrama, but also how melodrama 
completely decontextualises, reshapes and simplifies the narrative. The summit of 
decontextualisation and anti-intellectualism in the novel is Claire’s change of opinion. 
Her egocentrism culminates in the phrase “I want him to.” Completely contrary to 
Butler’s call to a “decentering of the narrative ‘I’” in the 9/11 discourse (Butler 6), 
Claire yields to the melodramatic, first-person narrative. As mentioned in the first 
chapter, melodrama’s ability to reshape and demarcate the narrative translates directly 
to Butler’s idea that media and politics formulated the 9/11 narrative from a first-
person perspective with America in the role of the heroic protagonist. With Claire’s 
change of opinion, Waldman displays exactly the power and persuasiveness of the 
melodramatic narrative Butler and Anker refer to. Claire yields to melodrama’s 
(re)arrangement of facts and its way of moulding emotions to a point that those facts 
and emotions have little more to do with actual reality or rational logic, and loses all 
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perspective but her own. This (re)casting of players and (re)telling of plot simplifies 
and sentimentalises the events – and in turn relates to anti-intellectualisation, 
depoliticisation and decontextualisation in the melodramatic 9/11 narrative. 
Enthralled by melodrama’s power to reshape the narrative, Claire thus becomes 
entangled in precisely the anti-intellectualism (and in particular the discrimination and 
racialization of Muslims that is a result of that anti-intellectualism within the 
melodramatic narrative) she renounces at the beginning of the novel. Overwhelmed 
by the melodramatic mode and the power of the media, Claire becomes part of the 
situation in which “all a man’s interests are limited to those near himself” 
(Tocqueville, qtd. in Gray 134), and which does not produce a better, less racist, less 
grievous, “less violent outcome” (Butler xii).  
With the depiction of the Gallaghers and their concern with Manichean values 
of right and wrong, politician’s (ab)use of the situation to obtain power, and media 
manipulation, The Submission critically explores 9/11 melodrama and the dynamic of 
the orgy of feeling. Through parody and satire it also offers a counter-narrative to 
melodrama. Where Sean, as the personification of the melodramatic hero, and the 
media epitomise the simplification that melodramatic discourse imposed on the 9/11 
narrative, other characters such as Claire Burwell and Paul Rubin resist this 
simplification as they take the other side in the discussion. Mostly, however, the voice 
of reason and relativity is found in the Muslim community. This is where Waldman 
inverts traditional 9/11 melodrama and where The Submission upends the roles of 
hero and villain. It is the Muslims who are “heroic,” who represent peace, democracy 
and tolerance, and the non-Muslims who are “the villains”, represent aggressive 
emotion-driven action, discrimination and racial bias. 
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The novel provides a plethora of examples to demonstrate this role-reversal, of 
which I will discuss a few, starting with the general plotline. In The Submission the 
Muslim Mohammad Khan, becomes the innocent victim of the injustice of a false 
American democratic system. Consequently, it is the Muslim, the alleged villain in 
traditional 9/11 melodrama, who becomes the hero who must fight for justice in The 
Submission; and it is the Americans who become the villains that thwart the hero in 
his quest. Though the reader must not disregard Khan’s stubborn personality, which 
unquestionably contributes to his determination, Khan also mimics the qualities of the 
traditional melodramatic hero. He remains loyal to himself and his righteous values, 
and continues to fight for the acceptance of his design and of himself as a person. 
Arguably, Asma also fills this role – perhaps even more so. Her bravery – a quality 
9/11 melodrama conventionally ascribes to the male hero – is found in her 
(melodramatic) rise to action, and her instance on making her voice heard. Though 
Asma has “never before … addressed a crowd” (295), she is moved by what Anker 
would call her “interior wisdom” and “inner strength,” and is thus capable of 
“overcoming social evil” and “fight[ing] for freedom as an individual burden” (Orgies 
80-81). Where, in the conventional melodramatic 9/11 narrative, Muslims are 
represented as barbaric and evil (as represented in the novel by melodramatic media), 
Waldman represents Muslims as rational, intelligent, sensible, calm, and balanced in 
their judgement. This can be seen in, for instance, the critical but nuanced discussion 
between members of the Muslim American Coordinating Council (MACC), but also 
in the well-reasoned arguments about Mohammad’s design made by Zahira Hussein, 
whose scarf Sean pulls. Whereas Sean “[does]n’t [think] before he act[s]” (299), 
Zahira indicates that careful consideration preceded her decision to cover her hair: 
“No one’s making me do anything. …It’s my choice” (232). This exercise of 
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independent choice does not match Sean’s stereotypical assumptions about an 
oppressive Islam. Zahira’s appeal to freedom of choice (a traditional American value, 
as Sean well knows) sharply contrasts with Sean’s construction of his scarf-pulling as 
an “act of liberation”– which the novel exposes as an act of enforcement, and actually 
an invasion on the freedom of choice (217).  
By reversing the traditional melodramatic roles, Waldman shows that the 
melodramatic narrative is an inherently hollow framework waiting to be filled. In 
melodrama, writes Christine Gledhill, “anybody can occupy positions of victim and 
oppressor, serving any ideological configuration” (qtd. in Anker, Orgies 204). 
Moreover, The Submission plays with stereotypes, mocks them, alters them, and in 
doing so holds up a mirror to melodramatic stereotypes as well as the melodramatic 
treatment of stereotypes. Waldman clearly satirises the traditional melodramatic hero, 
as Sean, who appropriates that role, is among the most mediocre and non-authoritative 
characters of the novel. Unstable and conflicted, he is, in truth, unsuitable for the 
leadership role he performs, and becomes increasingly aware of this as the novel 
progresses. When he admits his desire to give up this task to his mother Eileen, she 
implicitly threatens to disown and disinherit him. This, too, is a mocking of 
stereotypes: oppressive (family) relationships, which, when connected to Islam or 
Muslim families, is feared and repudiated – “It’s Muslims that are supposed to 
mistreat women,” declares Eileen, conveying her view of Islam (210) – are, in fact, 
found in the most American family of the novel. Other examples of this appear in 
Eileen’s conservative reference to God and family – “Other than God, there’s no 
higher reason than family” (337) and a reference made earlier in the novel where Sean 
ponders: “If … [his mother] had asked him to strap on a bomb and blow up someone 
or something, [Sean] probably would have” (152). The reference to a suicide attack 
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obviously inverts the roles of villain and victim, and satirically projects terrorist 
characteristics on this all-American hero. It also emphasises the fact that Sean, in this 
family, has no choice. This ironically undermines melodrama’s assumption that 
“individuals, usually male, have an ontological capacity for self-making” in the light 
of disaster (Orgies 82). As the stereotypical representation of melodramatic American 
domesticity, Sean and his family are the returning subjects of ridicule. Waldman 
mocks Sean’s brother’s protest to have the name and photograph of a Muslim station 
manager removed from “his local subway stop” after the attacks (152): Brendan is 
insulted by “the name Talib Islam … posted under the smiling face on the ‘Hello, I 
am your station manager’ sign” (152). Though mentioned briefly, as a side-track, 
through strategic arrangement of the text, Waldman ironically connects Brendan’s 
completely ridiculous and irrational “protest” to a question posed by Sean to the 
Governor a few sentences later. “Does she think we’re stupid?” – turning the question 
into a rhetorical one (152).  
Not unlike DeLillo’s Falling Man, The Submission shows that melodrama as a 
cultural mode is highly problematic. I argue that Waldman uses, inverts and parodies 
melodrama to put up a mirror to the twisted, overemotional and contradictory political 
climate in the aftermath of 9/11. Thus, there is irony in the entire novel – not just in 
the reversal of melodramatic roles and stereotypes, but also in the representation of 
melodrama as contemporary realism. The most dislikeable characters in the novel are 
the most traditionally melodramatic. We have seen this in Sean, but the same goes for 
Alyssa Spier, who fails to win the sympathy of the reader because of her disrespect 
for others’ feelings and reputations, her shallowness and lack of decency. The novel 
shows that a melodramatic mentality only leads to more violence, more grief, deeper 
polarisation and less tolerance. Melodramatic politics leads to the tragic death of 
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Asma, and the alienation of an American Muslim from what he thought was his 
homeland. With The Submission, therefore, Waldman critically exposes both the 
dynamics and danger of 9/11 melodrama and in doing so actively contributes to a 
counter-narrative. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
In the previous chapters I have argued that both Falling Man and The Submission 
actively contribute to the construction of a counter-narrative against what Elizabeth 
Anker has described as the melodramatic national response to 9/11. Though they 
differ most distinctly in terms of narrative style and structure, what connects both 
novels (apart from their classification as 9/11 fiction) is their use of parody in their 
contribution to the counter-narrative. In both novels parody not only takes form in 
“ridiculing imitations” – for, as we have seen, the novels at times are highly satirical 
and exaggerated in the portrayal of melodramatic conventions – but also in what 
Linda Hutcheon calls “parodic practice”: a more neutral meaning of parody as a form 
of “repetition with critical distance that allows ironic signalling of difference at the 
very heart of similarity” (185, emphasis in original). According to Kathryn Hume, 
Hutcheon argues that postmodernism is ironic – even satirical – because it parodies 
the “system it questions” by both using and mocking that system and its conventions 
(117).  As I have argued, it is exactly this parody that Falling Man and The 
Submission practise as they simultaneously feature and imitate 9/11 melodrama to 
reflect critically upon 9/11 melodrama, and to confront the reader with issues inherent 
to 9/11 melodrama: anti-intellectualism, decontextualisation and depoliticisation, 
masculinisation and heroisation, and racialisation of Muslims. Hume argues that such 
deployment of parody contributes to a counter-narrative because it “invites us to 
ponder the signifying practices of both the original constructs and their post-modern 
avatars” (117). As Falling Man and The Submission thus question the system they 
both “work within and use,” they consequently encourage the reader to reflect on the 
melodramatic conventions they both imitate and consist of (Hume 117). 
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Hutcheon furthermore uses definitions of parody to describe postmodernism 
and what this genre achieves by means of this technique. As Hume writes, “Hutcheon 
sees the postmodern as both partaking of and challenging … culture.” “The all-
pervasive postmodern irony both uses and interrogates all forms of representation,” 
which in the context of the two 9/11 novels would include those forms of 
representation of the predominant melodramatic cultural mode in the aftermath of 
9/11 (117, my emphasis). Additionally, Hutcheon argues that postmodernism is “art 
marked primarily by an internalized investigation … of … discourse” (Hutcheon 
179). This corresponds with Richard Gray’s analysis of 9/11 fiction, in which he 
considers 9/11 fiction to be internalised and personal, and characterised by “a retreat 
into domestic detail” (134). Unlike Gray, who believes internalised fiction contributes 
to “little more than a stage in a sentimental education,” Hutcheon regards 
internalisation as more meaningful (Gray 134). She writes: “On the surface … [the] 
main interest [with internalised postmodernism] might seem to be in the processes of 
its own production…, but … it is precisely … [its] introverted formalism … that 
brings about direct confrontation with … a world of significance external to itself, … 
a discursive world of socially defined meaning systems” (179-180). This view 
connects to what I have argued earlier – that by means of internalisation and 
domestication, 9/11 fiction can contribute to a contextual counter-narrative and 
partake in the critical debate by putting a mirror up to the predominant culture to 
critically reflect on the melodramatic national response to 9/11. In other words: 
internalisation is much more complex, political and effective than Gray suggests. As 
argued, Falling Man is exemplary for its “internalized investigation” (Hutcheon 179), 
both in content (in that “all life is personal” [Gray 134]) and in “the investigation … 
of the possibilities … of the language … of art” (Hutcheon 179). As Kristiaan 
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Versluys points out, in the representation of the “void caused by the attacks,” 
“language [is] barely functional” in Falling Man (20). 
Though The Submission, arguably, is not artistically internalised in the way 
Falling Man is, and therefore not postmodern in narrative strategy, the novel also 
investigates and critiques contemporary culture through portrayal of individual 
characters. In The Submission, too, the “cataclysmic public events are [largely] 
measured … in terms of their impact on the emotional entanglements of their 
protagonists” (Gray 134). Like Falling Man, The Submission is furthermore 
“unavoidably political, acutely aware of history’s textuality, and dedicated to 
unsettling orthodox opinions” – another aspect Hutcheon connects to the postmodern 
(Hume 117). Arin Keeble argues that in The Submission, Waldman straightforwardly 
translates the political points made in what she calls “non-fiction narratives” (165). In 
other words, The Submission incorporates theories about 9/11 such as those outlined 
by Anker, Faludi, and Butler more obviously than DeLillo, who only refers to them 
subtly and ambiguously. As a partly satirical novel, The Submission is overtly 
concerned with politics and political theory as it directly incorporates public and 
political debate.  
At the same time, The Submission has much more of a story or plot than 
Falling Man. As a parody of melodrama, The Submission therefore stays truer to its 
genre conventions than Falling Man in terms of plot and characters – even though, as 
I have argued earlier, The Submission upturns both the traditional melodramatic 
storyline and roles. What I want to underline is that it is perhaps exactly The 
Submission’s realism – as opposed to Falling Man’s fragmented postmodernism – 
that makes the novel easier to interpret and recognise as resembling reality. The 
Submission, in its overt, satirical use of melodrama, complete with climax and violent 
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spectacle, translates into “real” or actual melodramatic politics more directly than 
Falling Man. Given the enormous praise and the enthusiastic reception in both literary 
and mainstream media, arguably, this would make The Submission the more effective 
of the two novels. In other words: the counter-narrative as presented by Waldman in 
The Submission reaches further than that of the more complex and postmodern 
Falling Man, which, through its high level of artistic creativity, has a smaller 
audience. Presumably, readers of Falling Man are not the audience that needs 
confronting with the problems of melodramatic political discourse – arguably, they 
will read DeLillo because they are already share his views on the matter. On the other 
hand, even though Waldman may reach a larger, mainstream audience, it is not a 
given that this audience will recognise the irony in her work. Because of the earlier 
mentioned fact that melodrama “functions as a basic mode of storytelling” for 
everyday life, common Americans, Linda Williams argues, read life – and thus, 
novels – melodramatically (Williams 51). Many mainstream readers might therefore 
miss the fact that she is putting up a mirror to ridicule mainstream melodramatic 
conventions. This becomes obvious from some reviews of the novel by popular 
media, which instead of recognising its irony, became entangled in its fictional debate 
as to whether Khan should or not have won the memorial competition. However, to 
discuss this matter is to discuss the highly complex subject of the effect and function 
of art, and the conclusion of this thesis is not the place for this discussion.  
In Falling Man the post-9/11 tension, or what Keeble calls the “conflictedness 
[of] … the opposition between trauma and politics” is not spelled out, as is the case in 
The Submission (Keeble 176). DeLillo subtly vents the tense melodramatic political 
attitude through fragments of thought and through the discussions and relationships 
among the characters. Though subtle, “in stressing the paralyzing effects of 
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September 11” through the characters’ failing to carry out “socially approved” 
melodramatic conventions, Falling Man is very “contrary to the national trend and 
subversive of nationalistic imperatives” (Verlsuys 30). As Frank Rich argues in his 
review of the novel, “Sometimes it’s hard to find the rubble of the actual event 
beneath the layers of edifice we’ve built on top of it” (Rich). In Falling Man, DeLillo 
takes readers back to the “actual event” and the melodramatic representation of the 
event through the media. In contrast, with The Submission, Waldman creates a parody 
that represents exactly those “layers of edifice” that have been built upon 9/11, and 
dramatises and mocks the “burdens” of 9/11: the “interpretation, sentimentality, …, 
[and] politics” of that edifice (Rich).   
Despite their many differences, in their parody of the melodramatic 9/11 
narrative both Falling Man and The Submission “paradoxically bring about a direct 
confrontation with the problem[s]” (and at times absurdities) of the melodramatic 
response to 9/11 (Hume 117). The novels confront the reader with some of the many 
political and social practices that, as Elizabeth Anker has argued, developed as a 
result of the dynamics of 9/11 melodrama and melodrama as a cultural mode – anti-
intellectualism, depoliticisation and decontextualisation, anti-Islamism, further 
individuation of Americans and racialisation of Muslims and individuals appearing 
Arab, anti-feminism and masculine heroisation, and a general over-sentimentalisation 
of facts. Both novels provide insight into the dynamics of 9/11 melodrama and put 
them on display, “mak[ing] us see the means by which we attach cultural [and 
political] power [to 9/11]” (Hume 118). More importantly, the novels challenge the 
reader to consider the beliefs and morals that fuel melodramatic dynamics, and to 
critically reflect on the impact and effect of 9/11 melodrama. By challenging and 
mocking what is mainstream, and by providing a critical view on the interpretation of 
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the events, DeLillo and Waldman thus contribute to a counter-narrative that argues 
that both the melodramatic 9/11 narrative and the melodramatic cultural mode that 
produces that narrative are highly problematic. 
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